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SAFe® - A Blueprint for Agility
The Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe) is a significant blueprint for accelerating business agility in the Age 
of Software. According to Scaled Agile®, by connecting Agile software development to the business, 
applying value stream thinking and combining design thinking with customer-centricity, many enterprises 
are benefitting from 30-75% time to market, 10-50% deeper employee engagement, 25-75% increases in 
productivity, and 20-50% improvements in quality.1

If your organization has already made strong strides down the SAFe path, it’s likely you’ve already heavily 
invested in training and certifying teams, hired internal coaches, adopted new tools and implemented 
new processes. And through superior orchestration of your software delivery teams, with each Program 
Increment (PI) you should be able to clearly see that you’re delivering more value for the business in some 
way and responding to customer demands faster. More features every PI. Shorter time-to-market. Adopting 
emerging tech faster. True business agility.

If you’re not seeing the results you were expecting, and you can’t quantify the impact of SAFe (or any other 
IT investments) through existing solutions, then now is a good time to pause in order to go faster. Take 
a moment to identify business-level metrics to maximize your current investments in tools, process and 
methodologies before making any more decisions. After all, you can’t master what you can’t measure.

The Flow Framework®  has emerged to ensure that you are moving in the right direction. A lean and 
prescriptive approach that guides organizations on what and how to measure in software delivery at scale, 
business and IT leaders now have shared, real-time insights into the relationship between technology 
delivery and business outcomes. 

1  https://www.scaledagile.com/enterprise-solutions/what-is-safe/

Whether you are currently on your SAFe journey or not, the Flow Framework 
will help you establish your baseline to see where you are today and what you 
need to do to achieve innovation velocity.

https://flowframework.org/
https://www.scaledagile.com/enterprise-solutions/what-is-safe/


How the Flow Framework Takes SAFe to 
the Next Level
The latest iteration of SAFe (5.0) places extra 
emphasis on agility beyond technology and 
product delivery to focus on the end-to-end flow 
of business value across the IT organization. This 
is the fundamental principle of Value Stream 
Management (VSM), a systematic approach to 
measuring and improving flow from ideation to 
operation. Centering around that evergreen notion 
that everything starts and ends with the customer.

Following your investments in SAFe - and in the 
ceremonies and certifications and tooling - can 
you confidently say you are improving flow across 
the operational and development value streams 
supporting your product portfolio?

Do you know how to measure in order to establish 
the current state and where you need to improve? 
Can you pinpoint exactly where and what is slowing 
you down? Is it clear where opportunities lie to meet 
business needs faster, PI by PI? Are you adopting 
the latest cutting edge technology at a speed that 
helps you differentiate your products and services?

If not, the Flow Framework can help you as it goes 
hand in hand with SAFe. While the latter provides a 
self-assessment tool to check off milestones to track 
your business agility journey, it wasn’t designed to 
pinpoint exactly where to improve in real-time — 
that’s the job of Flow Metrics (more on that later).

Created by Dr. Mik Kersten in the bestselling 
book Project to Product, Fortune 500 companies—
such as T-Mobile—are using the management 
paradigm to architect their product value streams 
for flow to meet key outcomes. By measuring the 
flow of software delivery work, you can identify 
the bottlenecks, waste and wait times impeding 
the rate of business value delivery. You can 
generate business-level insights into your SAFe 
transformation directly from the ground truth 
of what’s happening in the software delivery 
toolchain—straight from the people and tools 
building and supporting your product portfolio.

Modeling Your Value Streams for Flow
By using a purpose-built tool for point-and-click 
modelling and visualization of your value streams, 
such as Tasktop Viz™, business users can forget 
about ETL, data lake dependencies, custom coding, 
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If you’re doing 
business agility 

and you don’t 
understand the customer’s 

journey,

or you don’t really 
understand customer,

or you’re not really solving 
the user’s problem,

you’re not going to achieve 
business agility.”2 

Dean Leffingwell, 
Co-founder and Chief 

Methodologist at Scaled Agile®

2 Mik+One: Project to Product Podcast, Episode 8: Dean Leffingwell, May 2020

https://www.tasktop.com/value-stream-management
https://www.tasktop.com/value-stream-management
https://projecttoproduct.org/
https://go.tasktop.com/5G-and-beyond-accelerating-innovation-at-tmobile.html
https://www.tasktop.com/viz
https://projecttoproduct.org/podcast/dean-leffingwell/
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data manipulation and long lead times. Multi-source data is instantly aligned, reconciled and abstracted into 
actionable measurements of flow so you can see your flow in a few clicks and immediately embark on a 
data-driven continuous improvement journey. 

The Flow Framework presents three layers of modeling:

Product Modeling: All work relating to building and maintaining a product can span multiple tools and 
teams. Through product modelling, you can carve out all the necessary pieces that constitute a product’s 
development across specific toolchains and organizational structure.

Activity Modeling: To baseline your current state and identify bottlenecks and areas to improve, you need 
to know the status of work across your toolchain. Modelling all the team and tool work states to just 
four simple flow states—New, Active, Wait, Done—provides a unified way of measuring value across your 
portfolio through business-level Flow Metrics (see “Flow Metrics - Measuring the Rate of Value Delivery” 
section for more details).

Integration Modeling: Modeling a value stream from end-to-end requires you to trace all software-related 
work from ideation to operation and back through the customer feedback loop. Connecting your toolchain 
will provide this complete view and enable you to model your work into the four flow Items that represent 
value: Features (direct business value), Defects (quality), Debt (improve the speed of future delivery) and Risk 
(security, governance, compliance).

Finally, Business and IT Can Speak the Same Language 
A common challenge raised about SAFe is that there is so much data, yet decision-making is still hard. SAFe 
has a rich taxonomy of work items, which is beneficial for decomposing the many different types of work 
that an Agile team undertakes. It has fine-grained estimation facilities, such as the tracking of “story points,” 
which are beneficial to prioritization techniques such as the Weighted Shortest Job First (WSJF).

In contrast, the Flow Framework has none of this—it assumes this kind of structure is in place. Its goal is to 
measure what your SAFe implementation is producing in business terms, to communicate better with the 
people in finance or the business who don’t “speak Agile” and whose eyes glaze over when they hear about 
“story points.”

In the Flow Framework, all the work items generated by your SAFe implementation are mapped to the 
aforementioned four flow items (Feature, Defect, Debt, Risk). The flow item types are mutually exclusive and 
collectively exhaustive, meaning that all work that flows through a product value stream is characterized by 
one—and only one—of the flow items.

Product Modeling: Carve out all the pieces that constitute a product’s development across specific toolchains and organizational structure.
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Once abstracted in this manner, you can have productive conversations with the business about prioritizing 
work, while still maintaining the rich taxonomy of SAFe for the teams to implement and improve. Trade-offs 
between new features and mounting technical debt become evident. Compliance and risk work receive 
the timely attention they deserve. Unplanned defect work can be measured, and adequate capacity gets 
reserved to handle it in future releases.

Abstraction to four flow item types helps leadership understand how a heavy focus on feature work at 
product launch incurs mounting defect work, tech debt and risk over time. You can easily comprehend and 
correlate this data with desired business outcomes, so everyone can see what’s working and what’s not, 
and ultimately what needs to be improved. It provides a universal language that can be used to provide the 
necessary conversations and alignment.

Flow Metrics - Measuring the Rate of Value Delivery 
Flow Metrics measure the rate of business value delivery for software products through the lens of your 
customers (whether internal or external) enabling you to see if you are on track or not, and what key 
decisions you need to make.

To create a clear set of metrics that can be shared by both IT and business leaders, Flow Metrics abstract 
away details like team structure, technical architecture and tool implementations. They hone in on business 
value, namely how much business value you are delivering today, and where you can invest your dollars and 
talent to deliver more value faster tomorrow. 

The Flow Framework defines four Flow Metrics and Flow Distribution to measure individual product value 
streams and product portfolios: 

Flow Velocity: Is value delivery accelerating?

Flow Efficiency: Is waste decreasing in our processes? 

Flow Time: Is time-to-market getting shorter? 

Flow Load: Are we balancing demand vs. capacity to ensure future productivity?

Flow Distribution: Are we investing in both business value generation and business value protection?
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You Can’t Afford to Wait
There may be some temptation to build your own Flow Metrics off a data lake, however bear in mind that a 
homegrown approach can take many months or years to produce, for the sheer effort of culling, normalizing, 
selecting and visualizing the right data. 

Add to that the cost of data replication and storage, the expertise one must develop on each tool’s APIs 
and data schemas, the care you must take to prevent bad queries from impacting tool performance, and the 
break/fix work following every tool upgrade. And then even after all that time and effort, “We can’t use any 
of this data” is a common refrain.

Just as you would not build your own Enterprise Agile Planning tool—your own Jira from scratch—you should 
not be building your own Flow Metrics tool. 

Flow Metrics in Action 

Exposing the Outsourcing Black Hole
Using Flow Metrics, one wireless carrier was able to make strategic 
decisions on outsourcing to change the way they were spending tens of 
millions of dollars with suppliers. 

Using Flow Distribution, they were able to see a crippling lack of 
visibility into the productivity of a managed service partner who carried 
out development and testing work for the company. Reviewing the 
distribution of work over a three-month period, it appeared like only 
defects were being delivered. Yet at the same time, Flow Load showed 
many, many features in progress. Where was the disconnect? 

The analysis confirmed what they had always suspected —but seeing is believing—that outsourced work 
was a black hole. The findings provided the catalyst to take action to resolve the issue. They adjusted the 
Jira implementation to better capture the flow of work through the value stream to highlight wait states 
impacting Flow Velocity.  

When Defects Aren’t Actually Defects 
A leading U.S. healthcare company was suffering from a high help-
desk call volume for a product used by 22,000 clinical practitioners. 
Most of the tickets were not actually software defects, rather a 
misunderstanding of new capabilities that could be resolved through 
conversations. However, this overhead was consuming a lot of team 
bandwidth and slowing down their ability to develop new business 
value-adding features. They analyzed their Flow Distribution and created 
a simple experiment whereby they would unveil new features once 
every four weeks coupled with proper training and communication. The 
result of this simple process change was that 95% of the tickets were 

eliminated valuable development time was recovered, and feature velocity improved significantly.

To be truly meaningful and impactful—and to drive true business agility—metrics 
must be retrieved fast and in real-time. A purpose-built Flow Metrics tool can 
generate insights in just days.

Experiment process change 
began between Sept and Oct.

https://www.tasktop.com/sites/default/files/Viz%20telecommunications%20Case%20Study.pdf
https://www.tasktop.com/sites/default/files/TT_CaseStudy_Healthcare_Viz_030920.pdf
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The Hidden Costs of Tech Debt
One investment giant sought to improve time-to-market across its 
digital channels to prevent a mass exodus of customers to startups and 
unicorns. The company needed to know which investments in people, 
process and technology would help them go faster. The IT teams also 
wanted clear data visualization to share with leadership and peers to 
advocate for those investments. 

By analyzing the Flow Time of their feature delivery across two product 
value streams (including one for web and mobile), they discovered 
that on average, a story (for a product feature) would take 22 days to 
complete —and in some cases up to 40 days, with work waiting in the 

value stream for up to 80% of that time. Tasktop Viz’s Bottleneck Finder showed that work was being held 
up between development testing and QA testing. 

Further investigation found that all these stories were involved in the Core Backend Services project, 
implicating a legacy component that most operations and transactions (including those on digital channels) 
had to go through. Due to high volumes of tech debt, Core Backend Services did not support self-service 
testing environments. Flow Distribution revealed the extent of the neglected tech debt, indicating that it was 
likely a contributing factor to the high distribution of defect work.

Product Managers were able to share the data with leadership to 
illustrate how their ability to compete was being crippled by the painful 
legacy component. Using the Flow Metrics data, they were able to 
make a strong case for investing in automated testing for the next 
wave of digital channel features. In the immediate term, they were 
able to plan around the constraint to shorten time-to-market for the 
new features by increasing the frequency of meetups between product 
managers, dev leaders and QA leaders to resolve conflicting priorities 
for the Core Backend Services team and ensure QA was better 
prepared to test new capabilities. 

https://www.tasktop.com/sites/default/files/Financial%20Services__Case%20Study_Viz_May2020.pdf
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Hire More Business Analysts, Not Developers
One of the knee-jerk, go-to-solutions for poor feature velocity is hiring more developers. Yet a U.S. 

healthcare organization was able to use Flow Metrics to make the data-
driven case for hiring more business analysts instead of expanding the 
development team.

Initially, the Flow Efficiency metric for feature work was 100%. The 
interpretation of 100% for efficiency is that feature work is never 
blocked and never waiting—not once—as it makes it from ideation to 
operation. That was intuitively wrong. 

This unrealistic reading was an alarm bell: It meant that this product value 
stream had invisible wait states that weren’t currently being captured or 
measured. Without visibility into those wait states and where work was 

slowing down, they could not identify how to go faster. 

The data made the case for adding additional states to the development tool to more accurately reflect 
workflow. Once implemented, the Flow Efficiency metric was adjusted to show lower efficiency, around 60%. 
The work was found to be waiting for business analysts, not for developers. These findings were taken to 
the CIO, who immediately approved the hiring of additional business analysts, knowing that this would 
clear the impediment to faster feature delivery. 

100% Efficiency?  Doubtful.

Deliver More, Every PI with Tasktop Viz Flow Metrics
• Unlock capacity to take on more features every PI
• Remove the impediments to continuous delivery of value
• Measure the impact of SAFe on speed to market 
• Shift from project- to product-oriented value streams

Measure what matters
Measure the rate of business value delivered for each product value stream correlated to business results

Grow and protect the business
Use the right visual and semantic language with Product Management to ensure debt and risk mitigation work are 
not neglected in PI Planning 

Avoid siloed optimizations
Find the bottlenecks impacting the end-to-end flow of value 
and focus investments where they’ll truly make a difference  

Through no-code, do-it-yourself modeling, you can create 
actionable product-specific dashboards in just a few clicks and 
start getting insights from day one. You can obtain real-time 
visibility into the health of product value streams with live value 
stream visualization of the software portfolio. 

With the Flow Framework® and Tasktop Viz, you now have 
the map and compass to guide both your SAFe and product 
transformation, as well as investment strategy, to thrive in the 
Age of Software.

https://www.tasktop.com/sites/default/files/TT_CaseStudy_Healthcare_Viz_030920.pdf
https://www.tasktop.com/sites/default/files/TT_CaseStudy_Healthcare_Viz_030920.pdf
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Flow Metrics: A Business Leader's Guide to 
Measuring What Matters in Software Delivery

From Factories to Flow: Streamling Software 
Delivery at Cubic Corporation (Webinar)

5G & Beyond: Accelerating Innovation at 
T-Mobile with the Flow Framework (Webinar)

ABOUT TASKTOP 
Tasktop is the leader in value stream integration and visualization. It catalyzes the shift from Project to Product for global enterprises and governments, 
enabling them to innovate and thrive in the Age of Software. Its software development offerings leverage the Flow Framework® to create customer-
centric value streams and measure end-to-end business outcomes. Unlike data lakes and custom reporting solutions, Tasktop’s Flow Modeling ensures 
correct, scalable and turnkey Flow Metrics. And unlike Agile or IT tool vendors, Tasktop’s Flow Fabric enables end-to-end visibility across all leading 
vendor tools, maximizing investments in tool platforms, enabling the best-of-breed and future proofing tool chains. 

Speak to one of our Flow Advisors to learn how you can make critical-business decisions to improve 
your customer responsiveness in just days.
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http://tasktop.com
https://twitter.com/Tasktop
https://go.tasktop.com/Flow-Metrics-Business-Leader-Guide.html
https://go.tasktop.com/cubic-webinar-from-factories-to-flow.html
https://go.tasktop.com/5G-and-beyond-accelerating-innovation-at-tmobile.html
https://www.tasktop.com/contact-us

