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TOC Thinking Processes  

TOC Thinking Processes are a set of tools and processes that allow an individual 
or group to solve problems and resolve conflicts using cause-and-effect logic, 
beginning with the symptoms and ending with a detailed action plan for 
implementing the solution. 
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Theory of Constraints (TOC) is a management philosophy that treats a 
corporation as an interlinked, interdependent system rather than just a collection 
of independent processes or functions. Dr. Eli Goldratt, the creator of TOC, 
observed that just as the strength of a chain is dictated by its weakest link, the 
overall performance of any company is dictated by its constraint. TOC is a 
holistic philosophy with applications to all aspects of management such as 
production, project management, supply chain, distribution, people management, 
strategy and tactics. 
 
Dr. Goldratt, was an educator, author, scientist, philosopher, and business 
leader. But he was, first and foremost, a thinker who provoked others to think. 
TOC was first introduced in the best-selling book, The Goal, an intriguing 
business novel that transformed the thinking of managers throughout the world. 
Amazon chief Jeff Bezos has shared that The Goal is one of the top three books 
that he recommends to his top team. The book has featured on Time magazine’s 
list of top twenty-five business books of all time, and is a recommended read at 
business schools. 
 
Millions of people could relate to the journey of Alex Rogo, the protagonist, and 
his tale of turnaround at UniCo. Due to the overwhelming popularity of The Goal, 
most people assume that TOC is applicable to manufacturing only. Companies 
that have implemented TOC understand that it is a holistic philosophy, with as 
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much application to strategy and marketing, as it does to production and 
operations.  
 
The real strength of TOC lies in TOC Thinking Processes, that were first 
introduced in Dr. Goldratt's book Its Not Luck (also known as The Goal II). In 
this book, Alex Rogo is now Executive Vice President at UniCo, and responsible 
for managing three struggling companies in diverse areas – printing press, 
cosmetics and steam pressure. These companies were acquired by UniCo a few 
years ago. Recent developments have led to a change in group strategy, and it 
has been decided to put up these companies for sale. Alex must find a way to 
stop their sale or make them profitable in order to fetch a good price. In the 
process of making these companies profitable and more valuable, Alex discovers 
the Thinking Processes as problem-solving tools.  
 
The fundamental belief of TOC is that erroneous assumptions hold us back from 
realizing our full potential. Thinking Processes provide a step-by-step 
methodology to surface the erroneous assumptions. Thereby, it opens up the 
possibility of invalidating these, and help the system to achieve a quantum jump 
in its performance. Thinking Processes enable individuals to resolve significant 
issues in their personal or organizational domain without any compromise.  
 
Thinking Processes are a set of tools and processes that allow an individual or 
group to solve problems and resolve conflicts using cause-and-effect logic, 
beginning with the symptoms and ending with a detailed action plan for 
implementing the solution. These tools provide a framework to determine: 
 

1. What to change – find and use the leverage point. 
2. What to change to – create simple, practical solutions. 
3. How to cause the change – build a secure, stable improvement 

environment. 
 

 
Application of TOC Thinking Processes 

The starting point in using TOC tools is articulating pains or undesirable effects 
(UDEs – pronounced as “oodies” in TOC terminology). The UDE has to be 
articulated in such a way that it brings out the pain that we’re trying to eliminate 
clearly, without implying plausible cause for its existence or suggesting a 
solution.   
 
Most practitioners find that this seemingly simple task of articulating the pain is 
not so easy. it is not uncommon to take 5-6 iterations to articulate the pain in a 
simple, succinct manner. There is a very strong reason for it. When dealing with 
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a difficult situation that we are neck deep in, we find it difficult to take a step back 
and answer some basic questions: 

1. What is it about this negative situation that is bothering me? 
2. SO WHAT? What does it jeopardize? 
3. How does it affect my company’s goal? 

 
The moment you are able to answer these questions, you will get a clearer 
picture of the current situation. UDEs are the apparent symptoms of deeper, 
underlying root cause or core conflict. While attempting this for the first time, take 
your time to articulate the UDE, don’t rush through the process. 
 
Evaporating Cloud 

The Evaporating Cloud (also referred to as cloud) is the most commonly used 
TOC TP tool. It is a necessity-based logic diagram that helps in  
(a) communication or articulation of the conflict and  
(b) resolving the conflict in a win-win manner, without making a compromise. 
 
The cloud is primarily a conflict resolution tool, one of its key benefits is that it 
facilitates clear articulation of the conflict and enables staying focused on the 
issue. It is a versatile problem-solving tool that can be used for resolving inner 
dilemmas, interpersonal issues or complex organizational issues.  
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A conflict is a clash of wants or actions. The cloud below demonstrates Alex’s 
dilemma, it represents the two opposing actions that he is caught between. D 
and D’ are in direct conflict. The needs underlying D and D’ are written in B and 
C respectively. While the actions required to achieve needs B and C in conflict, 
there is no conflict between needs B and C. Both are valid needs, necessary to 
achieve the goal outlined in entity A.  
 
 

 
 
 
The cloud is read from left to right in the following way: 
 
“In order to have [A] – I/we must have [B]” 
 
“In order to have [B] – I/we must have [D]” 
 
The cloud is helpful in articulating the problem. Underlying each arrow, there are 
assumptions. The next step is to challenge assumptions. Sometimes the 
assumptions are so deep rooted that we are not even aware about them. 
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Challenging the status quo 

 

 

 

With the true mindset of a scientist, Dr. Goldratt believed that nature is inherently 
simple and harmonious. In reality, there are no contradictions. If you do come 
across a conflict, do not look for a compromise. Examine the assumptions under 
the arrows to break the conflict. 

Intuition is the necessary condition for finding a solution, but, it is usually not 
sufficient. It is not so easy to convert intuition into precise verbalization. Thinking 
Processes provide a methodology to verbalize your gut feel, as well as a method 
to focus and critique your idea and then arrive at a practical solution. In Alex’s 
cloud, one of the underlying assumptions can be stated as: In order to increase 
profits we must close the wrapper department because there is no way the 
wrapper department can be made profitable. Clearly articulating the assumption 
also forces you to think of a way to challenge this assumption. 

Challenging assumptions takes practice. Invalidating assumptions requires a 
mindset of questioning the obvious. We need to identify conditions under which 
our assumption is not valid. If we can find the flawed assumptions and break the 
conflict, the cloud evaporates! 
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Faced with a conflict, individuals often believe that the only way to deal with a 
conflict is to compromise. This approach enables us to resolve the conflict 
altogether without resorting to compromise. A well-constructed cloud can help in 
developing good solutions that lead to better performance of systems and better 
relationships among the people within the systems. It is meaningful for 
generating new ideas for solving old problems, particularly behaviors or policies 
that are preventing a solution. The tools facilitate teamwork and encourage 
systems thinking view.  
 
These tools are excellent for change management and problem solving in 
organizations growing at a rapid pace. Companies have used these in groups to 
redesign processes, improve project delivery and increase performance manifold 
in these areas. Even if teams cannot come up with solutions immediately, the 
use of TOC tools enables them to look at the big picture and be open to the 
possibility of an alternate solution. It leads to better communication, clarity of 
thought, and improved collaboration among team members. 
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CONTACT US 
 
For TOC implementation: info@goldrattindia.com 
For TOC training: toc.training@timencash.com 
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