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Brief Summary of 

“The Bottleneck Rules” by Clarke Ching 

 

• A bottleneck is a resource – a person, a machine, a computer CPU, a traffic intersection, slow 

internet connection that can’t keep up with the demand placed on it. 

• There are five types of bottlenecks 

o Wild Bottlenecks are often hidden and they are either unmanaged or poorly 

managed.   

o Tamed Bottlenecks don’t have as much capacity as we would like but they are visible 

and they are easily managed. 

o A Deliberate bottleneck is designed to deliberately limit the flow through a system – 

e.g. Bottleneck of a Wine bottle or a Tabasco sauce bottle.    

▪ Bottles have necks to control the speed of the content as it flows out. 

▪ We can place a deliberate bottleneck at the start of a process and choke, 

restrict or throttle the flow of work into the system so the entire system 

runs at the speed of the bottleneck 

o Right stuff bottlenecks - Are we being effective?  Are we working on the right stuff? 

o Right place bottlenecks  - Are they where they  are supposed to be? 

• Three lessons from the “Goal” 

o The bottleneck determines a system’s output.  If you want to improve your system’s 

productivity, you better recognize that the bottleneck determines how much the 

system produces.  You can either manage it or let it manage you. 

o A simple recipe you can follow to find, then manage, your bottleneck - it is called the 

FOCCCUS formula – Find, Optimize, Coordinate, Collaborate, Curate, Upgrade and 

Start again. 

o If “If everyone is busy, we must be productive” myth – there is a common belief that 

the way to maximize productivity is to keep everyone busy.   

• The FOCCCUS formula maps to the Goldratt’s five steps in this manner 

o Identify   - Find 

o Exploit – Optimize 

o Subordinate – Coordinate, Collaborate, Curate 

o Elevate – Upgrade 

o Go back to Step 1 – Start again (Strategically) 
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• When looking for bottlenecks, you don’t look for the step that takes the most processing 

time, you look for the longest queue. 

• In the Optimize step, we focus intensely on the work the bottleneck does and find ways to 

“squeeze more” work out of it. 

• Once the bottleneck is optimized, the next step is to figure out how to figure out how the 

non-bottlenecks need to change to improve the output of the entire kitchen. 

• People often stop at Optimize step and miss out on the other 3 steps. 

• In the Coordinate step – we try to coordinate the non-bottlenecks so they help to make the 

most use of our bottleneck 

• Collaborate –  

o This step is often the most powerful one in knowledge work environments.   

o It means working together to find out how the non-bottlenecks can help the 

bottlenecks without cutting corners. 

o Often when they do that, they discover duplicated work that can be cut from the 

bottleneck freeing up its time. 

• Curate  

o This is what museum curators do – they have a huge amount of stock they could put 

on display, but there is only so much display space, so they carefully chose what 

goes on display.  Magazine editors do the same. 

o In dealing with bottlenecks, when a resource becomes a bottleneck, it cannot keep 

up with the demand.  We usually focus on increasing capacity.  

o However, carefully reducing demand on the bottleneck can also work. 

• Upgrade  

o If we still can’t keep up with despite improvements, we could upgrade the resource 

by replacing it with a bigger faster model 

• Start again 
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o If we no longer see the bottlenecks as being bottlenecks, we need to go back to the 

first step, Start again and “Find” new bottlenecks in the process. 

• Find, Optimize, Upgrade work on the bottleneck directly, where as Coordinate, Collaborate, 

Curate ask how the non-bottlenecks can help the bottleneck 

• Once the first bottleneck is tamed and under control, we need to check if it delivers the 

most value.   

• How do I find my bottleneck?  Find the long queue / big build up of work in your process, 

team or organization and then look for your bottleneck some where in the process just after 

that. 

o List all the major steps in the process 

▪ You cannot manage what you cannot see – make your work flow visible 

▪ Use bullet points, pictures, whiteboard to identify the steps 

o Look for the bottleneck by doing one of the following 

▪ Look for build up of work (queue) in front of it.   

▪ Look for idle resources.  Your bottleneck step will happen before that 

▪ If all resources are idle, then the part of your organization that brings in the 

work is your bottleneck 

▪ Estimate roughly how many things can be done by each step /resource, each 

minute/hour/month.  The bottleneck resource should jump out at you.  

o If there are multiple entries doing that step, find out which one is slowing things 

down. 

o Once you think you have found your bottleneck, try to prove yourself wrong.  If you 

can’t, you have probably found your bottleneck.  If you can, keep looking. 
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