
Steps for Completing a Conversion Map 
 
 
Conversion mapping is a tool for quickly identifying disconnects within a business process.  The 
purpose of the tool is to identify variance within the process that, if eliminated, will have the most 
potential for improving quality, reducing time or cost, etc.   
 
Conversion mapping is a facilitated group process.  The group should consist of people who 
actually do the work and know what actually happens during each step (which may or may not be 
what is supposed to happen according to procedure manual).  It may or may not be appropriate to 
have supervisors in attendance.  If they choose to attend, they must agree to observe rather than 
participate.  If there is any opportunity for supervisors to be intimidating or to have a tendency to 
jump in with what is “supposed to happen,” they should not be part of the meeting. 
 
How it works: 
 
1. Define the starting point and ending point based on the critical business issue. 
 

 Identify a discrete process with a clear beginning and end. 
 Example:  

 Process name: Order fulfillment 
 Starting point:  “Order received”  
 Ending point: Order prepared for shipping.” 

 
Note:  there can be a tendency to include too much in the initial process definition.  For the 
above example, we might define “customer receives order” as the end point, but that would 
actually include two separate processes.  Once an order is ready, shipping it to the customer is 
a separate discrete process (usually involving a different work group). 

 
 
2. Identify the “big block” process steps. 
 

 Identify all the process steps where something happens to convert an input into an output.  
(This is usually a small number of steps.  I’ve never encountered more than 8 main steps.) 

 Example: 
 

Order received 

from customer

Customer 

order entered 

into system

Invoice 

prepared

Order items 

pulled from 

inventory

      Etc. 
 

 Write each process step on an 8 ½ by 11 piece of paper (large sticky-back paper is ideal) 
and tape to the wall in sequence 

 Make sure you have consensus that these are all the steps that make up the process.  (It is 
at this point that you may sometimes discover you don’t have all of the necessary people in 
the room.  You need at least one person who can speak to what happens during each 
process step.) 

 
 
 
 



3. Identify inputs and outputs for each process step. 
 

 Starting back at the first step of the process, identify inputs that are then converted into 
outputs by that step of the process.   

 Note that the outputs of each step may become inputs for the next step. 
 Write these on large sticky notes, and place each variance in appropriate relationship to the 

task.  
 

Order received 

from customer

Customer 

order entered 

into system

Input 1

Etc.

Input 2

Input 1

Etc.

Input 2

Output 1

Etc.

Output 2

Output 1

Etc.

Output 2

 
 
4. Identify variances for inputs and outputs 
 

 Use a smaller (or different color) sticky note for each variance. 
 A “variance” is any item outside of the normal procedure which can interfere with the 

completion of the step.  A variance could be: 
 Delay  
 Incorrect data (e.g., wrong product number) 
 Damage or quality issue 
 Etc. 

 The variance should be realistic.  It is usually not effective to include a variance that rarely 
occurs during a normal process cycle 

 Variances are usually identified by asking the question, “What can go wrong here?” 
 Avoid assigning “blame” with a variance.  After mapping is completed, owners of solutions 

can be identified and tasked to determine best ways to eliminate or minimize each variance. 
 It is usually best to number variances sequentially rather than starting with a new #1 for 

each process step. 
 

Order received 

from customer

Customer 

order entered 

into system

Input 1

Etc.

Input 2

Input 1

Etc.

Input 2

Output 1

Etc.

Output 2

Output 1

Etc.

Output 2

Variance 1

Variance 2

Etc.

Variance 3

Variance 4

Variance 5

Variance 6

Etc.

Variance 7

Variance 8

Etc.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5. Re-align the map and create a variance matrix for a Downstream Impact Analysis.” 
 

 After variances are identified, allow the group to take a break and realign the process steps, 
inputs and outputs from the map in a vertical format similar to below. 

 Add each variance in a stepped matrix to the right of the first process step where it can 
occur. 

 

Order received 

from customer

Customer 

order entered 

into system

Input 1

Input 3

Input 2

Output 1

Etc.

Output 2

Variance 1

Variance 2

Variance 3

Variance 4

Variance 5

Variance 6

Variance 7

Input 1

Input 3

Input 2

Output 1

Etc.

Output 2

Variance 8

Variance 9

Variance 10

Variance 11

Variance 12

Variance 13

Variance 14

 
6. Review each variance to determine potential impact. 
 

 Identify each additional downstream step (or input or output) where the variance would 
cause an additional problem (waste, rework, delay, etc.) 

 Analysis:  When potential impact has been identified, look for vertical patterns to prioritize 
the most significant opportunities.  In the example below, variance # 2 may impact 6 
additional areas. 

 

Order received 

from customer

Customer 

order entered 

into system

Input 1

Input 3

Input 2

Output 1

Etc.

Output 2

Variance 1

Variance 2

Variance 3

Variance 4

Variance 5

Variance 6

Variance 7

XX

XX

X

Input 1

Input 3

Input 2

Output 1

Etc.

Output 2

Variance 8

Variance 9

Variance 10

Variance 11

Variance 12

Variance 13

Variance 14

X

X

X

X

XX

X

XX

X

 
The above analysis allows identification of critical pinch points that, if eliminated, may have 
significant impact on improving a specific process.  Often, solutions appear obvious to “owners” of 
the process.  Or, it may be appropriate to ask specific team members to look at potential 



alternatives for implementing solutions.  In previous applications, the entire process was usually 
completed in less than a day and many solutions were obvious at the end of step 6.  In more 
formal settings, some groups have elected to bring in the management team to present their 
findings and help determine solutions. 
 


