
Effective RAG Trackers

A simple and fast visual process management approach

(c) 2025 Smartspeed Consulting Limited. All rights reserved.

Disclaimer:

The author of this book has tried to present the most accurate information to his knowledge at the time of writing. This book is intended for information purposes only. The author does not imply any results to those using this book, nor are they responsible for any results brought about by the usage of the information contained herein.

No part of this book may be reprinted, electronically transmitted or reproduced in any format without the express written permission of the author.

Table of contents

Welcome

Part One – Overview of the RAG Management System

What is RAG?

Defining RAG statuses

Benefits

Why visual?

What are the corrective actions?

Trends and level of action to be taken

Part Two – When to use RAG

Typical usage

When can you use it?

Applications

Part Three – Getting Started with RAG

Building your RAG tracker

Rollout

Part Four – Getting the most out of RAG

A manager for your RAG tracker

Using it as part of a routine

Expanded trackers

Review and refresh

Realising your goals

Conclusion

About Giles

Downloads

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Welcome

[image: ]


Thank you for buying this book.

Using a RAG (Red Amber Green) tracker to manage business processes is a common but underutilised management tool in many businesses.

In this book I will guide you to set up RAG trackers that are effective and fast to use. I will also share with you several approaches that can help you get the most out of this visual management approach. In many cases, just taking a handful of the ideas in this short book will be enough to let you see tangible gains. These gains might be in terms of you personally saving time, having a better grip on your processes or developing your team’s capability.

The book is split into four sections, as follows:

1. Overview of the RAG business management system.

In this section I want to make sure you have a good understanding of what a RAG tracker is and what it isn’t. By the end of this section, you will be able to distinguish between a developed tracker and a document that is simply coloured red and green.

2. When to use RAG

In this section we’ll be looking at application areas, including using it for projects.

3. Getting started with RAG

This section covers the development and rollout of your RAG tracker, so you can start to experience results for your organisation.

4. Getting the most out of RAG

In our final section we’ll then look at how we embed the RAG tracker into our normal management activities and how we embrace continuous improvement to keep it fresh and relevant to your management challenges.

So, without further ado, let’s get started with section one.
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Part One – Overview of the RAG Management System
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In this section of the book, I want to provide you with a description of the RAG (Red Amber Green) management system and give you a better understanding of how it should and could work.

The subsequent sections of this book will build on this foundation, so that you can develop your own swift and effective management approach. For the time being, let’s explore some of the details of a basic RAG management system.
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What is RAG?
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As you already know, RAG stands for ‘Red Amber Green’. It is a traffic light system that can be used to highlight the status of an activity, process or decision (or whatever else you can think of!).

This kind of highlighting is a simple and practical visual management style. It means that anyone reviewing the information can know, at a glance, what needs focusing on and what doesn’t. The speed of being able to understand information in this way is one of the reasons it is a popular approach.

As a communication tool, the RAG approach is fantastic. If you plan it out properly it can slash meeting times down from hours to a few minutes. I first came across the acronym RAG working on an early consulting project. I could see the power of this approach but also see problems when it is used in a subjective manner. In fact, whilst writing this book, I saw another example of RAG being used as a visual indicator, but it was unclear when something was classed as ‘red’. Subjectivity can drain the power and impact of the RAG approach.

Despite RAG being used widely in businesses, from what I see on my travels, it is  often underutilised. The examples referred to above are common; items are highlighted but without any thought having been applied to what the colour coding means, what it triggers or how it escalates. 

The purpose of this book is to address these issues. I will show you how to use the RAG approach more effectively so that its efficiency and effectiveness can be used to create better outcomes for your business.

With a few simple tweaks, the RAG approach can be defined for your organisation, shared with your teams and be used to improve the results you are getting. The approach is great for those in a supervisory role and, if you want to speed up how you manage your teams, your processes and your projects, keep reading!
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Defining RAG statuses
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So, you’ve seen that the RAG approach is straightforward.

In that case, why do we need to define our statuses?

The point is to avoid ambiguity. Being clear about when a green is a green. Defining standards is a key part of running a business and a RAG tracker is a brilliantly simple way to do this.

It can be easy to get into arguments about performance with our colleagues when we don’t have a solid reference point. I want you to have references that make sense to your team. A standard that everyone can agree on and one that prevents arguments. The key here is that this is your definition of success. You decide what each status of your RAG tracker means.

Let’s take a quick look at the essence of each colour.

Green is the status when things are going well. If you have read my book titled ‘What Does Good Look Like?’ you’ll know exactly what I mean. This is your goal for the item in question.

Can you define what a good status looks like? Can you make the target explicitly clear so that no one is in two minds about when a green is a green? What results do you want to experience when the status is green?

This is not only an opportunity to develop a simple and fast management approach but an opportunity to crystalise what is wanted for various aspects of your business.

What about amber? How far away from the ideal situation (green) do you need to be before eyebrows should start to be raised? This is your amber status.

For red, at what point is this item properly going off track? When does it need intensive care and focus? When should you be starting to panic? This is your red status. Note, red should be triggered when you can still react. It is not meant to be disaster and a point at which rectification is not possible. If you’re in that big a disaster, you won’t need to worry about a RAG tracker! This tool is to stop you getting to that point.
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A visualisation about setting your green, amber and red status levels

One of the great features of computer games is that ambiguity is designed out. If you get shot enough times, you’re out of the game. No ifs or buts. If the rules are met, then an outcome is determined. That’s what I want you to get to with your RAG reporting. If certain criteria are met, a status or outcome is pre-determined (we’ll come back to this soon).

I want to point out here that you can develop sophisticated criteria for all three colour statuses, although this isn’t essential. For example, it might be conditional on how you achieve green. Perhaps there are several experiences that must come together to achieve your desired level. If this is the case, define it. By doing this you’ll be defining something that helps your team know what they are working towards.

I tell my clients that we need to get the ambiguity out of our discussions when we define targets and thresholds. Think ‘snakes and ladders’. Does anyone have to debate what happens when you land on a snake? No. RAG definitions should be the same.

If you want to operate a fast, effective and objective management approach, defining your RAG statuses clearly is a critical step. Don’t skimp on this; vague definitions lead to vague management.

Before you move to the next chapter, do this to get started:

	Pick one of your key business processes.

	Define what goods looks like – your green status.

	Next, define at what point you would need to act. Define the parameters that need a course of action to be undertaken. This is your amber status.

	Lastly, describe the threshold for red. At what point do you need to take stronger action?


You need to keep your thresholds for green, amber and red all at the ‘top end’. I want you to have your amber and red levels not too far behind your green status. We want to avoid having a ‘head in the sand phase’. Your RAG tracker should help for clear, swift action to be undertaken.

In the next chapter I will review the benefits of a RAG system in your organisation.
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