STEP 1: Identify Problem or Need

Whenever the way work happens is not ideal, or when a goal or objective is not being met, you have a problem (or, if you prefer, a need).  The best problems to work on are those that arise in day-to-day work and prevent you from doing your best.

STEP 2: Understand the Current State
Before a problem can be addressed, a clear understanding of the current situation is required.  To do this, Toyota suggests that problem-solvers:

· Observe the work processes first hand, and document the observations.

· Create a diagram that shows how the work is currently done.  Any number of formal process charting or mapping tools can be used, but often simple stick figures and arrows will do the trick.

· Quantify how large the problem is  (e.g., % of student feedback that are late, # of stock outs in a month, # of errors reported per quarter, % of work time that is value-added); if possible, represent the data graphically

STEP 3: Root Cause Analysis and Countermeasures
Once you have a good understanding of how the process (i.e., the one that needs to be fixed) currently works, it’s time to figure out what the root causes are to the errors or inefficiency.  To accomplish this, first make a list of the main problem(s). Next, ask the appropriate “why?” questions until you reach the root cause. A good rule-of-thumb is that you haven’t reached the root cause until you’ve asked “why?” at least five times in series.

Once the current state is fully understood and the root cause(s) for the main problem(s) has been unveiled, it’s time to devise some countermeasures. Countermeasures are the changes to be made to the work processes that will move the organization closer to ideal, or make the process more efficient, by addressing root causes.  Generally speaking, we recommend that countermeasures help the process conform to three “rules” borrowed from Steven Spear and Kent Bowen1 and slightly expanded:

· Specify the outcome, content, sequence, and task of work activities

· Create clear, direct connections between requestors and suppliers of goods and services

· Eliminate loops, workarounds, and delays
STEP 4: Target condition (Develop the Future State)
The countermeasure(s) addressing the root cause(s) of the problem will lead to new ways of getting the work done, what we call the target condition or target state. It describes how the work will get done with the proposed countermeasures in place.  In the A3 report, the target condition should be a diagram (similar to the current condition) that illustrates how the new proposed process will work.  The specific countermeasures should be noted or listed, and the expected improvement should be predicted specifically and quantitatively.

STEP 5: Implementation Plan

In order to reach the target state, one needs a well thought-out and workable implementation plan. The implementation plan should include a list of the actions that need to be done to get the countermeasures in place and realize the target condition, along with the individual responsible for each task and a due date. Other relevant items, such as cost, may also be added.

STEP 6: Follow-up Plan 

A critical step in the learning process of problem-solvers is to verify whether they truly understood the current condition well enough to improve it. Therefore, a follow-up plan becomes a critical step in process improvement to make sure the implementation plan was executed, the target condition realized, and the expected results achieved.  You can state the predicted outcome here rather than in the target condition, if you prefer.

Important issues to consider along the way

Discuss With All Affected Parties

It’s VITALLY important to communicate with all parties affected by the implementation or target condition, and try to build consensus throughout the process.  We have included it as a specific step before approval and implementation to make sure it does not get skipped.  But the most successful process improvement projects we have witnessed do this step at each critical juncture.  Concerns raised should be addressed insomuch as possible, and this may involve studying the problem further or reworking the countermeasures, target condition, or implementation plan. The goal is to have everyone affected by the change aware of it and, ideally, in agreement that the organization is best served by the change.

Get Approval

If the person conducting the A3 process is not a manager, it’s imperative to remember the importance of obtaining approval from an authority figure to carry out the proposed plan. The authority figure should verify that the problem has been sufficiently studied and that all affected parties are “on board” with the proposal.  The authority figure may then approve the change and allow implementation. 

Implementation

Without implantation, no change occurs.  The next step is to execute the implementation plan. 

Evaluate the Results

Process improvement should not end with implementation.  It is very important to measure the actual results and compare to predicted. If the actual results differ from the predicted ones, research needs to be conducted to figure out why, modify the process and repeat implementation and follow-up (i.e., repeat the A3 process) until the goal is met.

