Inspiring
Business
Performance

An Executive Guide to the
Oliver Wight Maturity Model
The journey to business excellence

To continue to meet customer demand in today’s constantly evolving
market you need to keep improving. But attempting to make gains, simply
by introducing the latest on-trend initiative is likely to end only in failure,
disillusionment and significant cost. It is vital to make the right improvements at
the right time, and in the right order.
The Oliver Wight Maturity Model identifies your organisation’s real level of
maturity, helping you understand where your business is, and where you need
to be so you can nurture, measure and celebrate your progression on the
journey to business excellence.
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Understanding your business maturity
In our consumer-driven business climate,
the most successful organisations are
those that are able to not only meet
customers’ needs effectively and profitably
now, but also in five, 10 and 15 years
time. This requires a relentless programme
of improvement to continually increase
performance levels.

Herein lies the danger; unless your
business is truly ready to effectively deploy
and support that initiative or system,
the results will be limited at best. More
likely, they will be short-term and the
organisation will revert to its previous
state, with only significant cost and
disillusionment to show for its efforts.

However, faced with increasing demands
from customers and shareholders - shorter
lead times, lower prices, more profit organisations often reach in desperation,
for the latest ‘flavour of the month’ initiative
or IT system to improve performance.

By understanding the true maturity of
your organisation, you can sow the
seeds of success by making the right
improvements, in the right place, at the
right time.
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What is the Oliver Wight Maturity Model?
Developed by Oliver Wight from a Harvard
Business School study for the US
Government in 1985, the Maturity Model
allows you to identify your organisation’s
real level of maturity. Using it to test your
people and their behaviours, and your
processes and tools, against a set of
measurable criteria, you can determine
your business’s true capability and
readiness for improvement.
The Oliver Wight Maturity Model
characterises businesses as being in
one of four key phases of maturity and

Figure 1 - The Oliver Wight Maturity map

3

determines what is required for the
organisation to progress from one phase to
the next (see the maturity map in figure 1).
Only by accepting the reality of this level of
maturity - and that improvement is a longterm journey, not a short-term initiative
- can your business begin to prepare itself
for the performance levels it aspires to.
It then becomes a matter of sequencing
the appropriate steps for the improvement
journey - once you know where you are
and where you want to be, the next step is
to understand how to get there.

The maturity journey
Phase 1
First, as a company progresses from the
bottom to the top of phase 1, behaviours,
processes and tools are improved
sufficiently to gain control and eliminate
unplanned events, thus delivering a
minimum performance level of 95 percent.
Phase 2
Once this level is achieved and can be
sustained, the next step on the journey
is the simplification and removal of waste
in processes, whilst increasing customer
service levels. At the top of phase 2
companies operate to a level of 250 parts
per million defect opportunities.
Phase 3
Phase 3 focuses on taking knowledgebased business processes and, where

appropriate (based on the required
investment and market needs), automates
them to further increase velocity and
reduce the need for manual intervention.
Resulting in a further step change in
performance, this next maturity level
must be decided upon according to the
business drivers and strategic intent.
Phase 4
Finally, in phase 4, automated business
processes are fully integrated with
technology; this is often characterised by
‘lights-out factories’ where robots have
replaced traditional blue-collar teams.
Again, this change in maturity must be
based on competitive advantage as well
as a cost-effective response to actual
customer needs and a real understanding
of the value they anticipate.
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Figure 2 - The maturity journey for Integrated Business Planning

Transformation through transition

5

This progression from one phase to the
next is not made in a single step but by
a series of transitions, each of which
sees a transformation in the organisation.
It is important to understand too, that
between 85 and 90 percent of businesses
are distributed throughout phases 1
and 2. Consequently, only a handful of
organisations worldwide can truly describe
themselves as phase 4 companies.

70 up to 95 percent, which in turn brings a
substantial productivity improvement.

There are five transitions a company needs
to make before it reaches the top of phase
2. A business transformation from the
bottom to the top of phase 1 (eliminating
unplanned events to gaining control) marks
a performance improvement from around

updated, these are all aligned with the
Oliver Wight Class A Checklist for Business
Excellence and associated Milestone
Workbooks, so an organisation can steer,
measure and celebrate its progression
through its maturity journey.

Over the last decade, Oliver Wight has
developed a comprehensive portfolio
of transition diagrams - like the one for
Integrated Business Planning shown
in figure 2 - relating to all the key
business processes, people and teams,
organisational dynamics, performance
management and so on. Continually

It’s all about timing
In contrast to the maturity model, an
initiative-based approach to business is
rather like beginning a journey without
knowing the final destination, or even the
starting point (try this with your Satnav
and see where it gets you). Typically there
will be many false starts with no real
completion in terms of establishing a new
way of doing business.
Crucially, if the business is not mature
enough for the initiative then it will achieve
some success only while it enjoys
management focus, but as soon as that
focus shifts, success falls away. That is not
to say, improvement initiatives have no role
to play; it’s all about timing.

lean principles when a company is in
phase 1 can only be done functionally
and companies typically only gain a 4 or
5 percent improvement. Applying lean in
phase 2, however, when an organisation
has designed and gained control over
its end-to-end business processes,
means it can span the gaps traditionally
left between functions, thereby boosting
improvement levels to 30 or 40 percent.
The Oliver Wight Maturity Model pitches
your organisation in the correct phase, so
your senior executive can truly understand
where the business sits, visualise the
benefits a structured improvement
programme can bring, and propagate the
journey to business excellence.

Whether continuous improvement, Lean,
Six Sigma or any other technique, there
is a logical sequence to the application
of every improvement initiative and they
should be managed with a structured
programme based on the maturity of the
business. The order of their application
will govern the long-term success. The
tools are all valuable in their own right,
but they require the necessary roots to
be sustainable. For example, applying
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Inspiring
Business
Performance
At Oliver Wight, we believe sustainable business improvement can only be
delivered by your own people; so, unlike other consultancy firms, we transfer our
knowledge to you. Pioneers of Sales and Operations Planning and originators of
the fundamentals behind supply chain planning, Oliver Wight professionals are the
acknowledged industry thought leaders for Integrated Business Planning (IBP).
Integrated Business Planning allows your senior
executives to plan and manage the entire
organization over a 24-month horizon, while
Oliver Wight’s extended Supply Chain Planning
and Optimization ensures your supply chain is
designed and structured to deliver best-in-class
customer service with minimal costs. Using
the Oliver Wight Maturity Model to pursue our
globally recognized Class A standard for best
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practice will determine a tailored improvement
journey for you to develop your organization’s
processes, and reach and sustain excellent
business performance. With a track record
of more than 40 years of helping some of the
world’s best-known organizations, Oliver Wight
will help you define your company’s vision for
the future and deliver performance and financial
results that last.
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