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Kaizen

Kaizen is a Japanese philosophy that focuses on continuous improvement throughout all aspects of life. When applied to the workplace, Kaizen activities continually improve all functions of a business, from operations to management and from the line workers to the CEO.  By improving “best practice” activities and processes, Kaizen aims to eliminate waste.
A Kaizen activity involves trained teams of people empowered to make immediate and tangible changes for improvement.  The process follows the PCSAM model:
· Problem/opportunity identified

· Core causes confirmed and documented

· Solution and plan of action developed

· Aggressive action applied to implement the solution in 3 to 5 days

· Measurements tracked to assure success

The Kaizen Event Process

Kaizen events have proven to be exceptionally effective in making systemic change over very short periods of time – if they’re done right.  This is a short note that discusses a pragmatic and easily deployable routine for conducting effective Kaizen events whose results last.
Do the prerequisites then do each of these steps, and do them in the order they’re presented.  Do not proceed to another step until you’ve completed the sequence up to it.

Prerequisites:
· Define the system under study.  This is the scope of the project in clear, concise terms.  The selection of the initiative should be determined after objective study of the current conditions within the business system.  Results from your Daily Process Management meeting are a desirable method to determine the target for a Kaizen event because these results highlight the greatest threats to continuous operation of the Control Point.  
· State the purpose of the system.  State the system’s purpose in simple, complete sentences in the present tense.
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Determine how you’re going to measure the system.  These are the metrics that will allow you to track the success of the initiative.  The measures chosen are critical to your success.  In addition to tracking the changes you initiate, well chosen measures will drive the behaviors you need to sustain the implementation.  Use this model for your plan:
Step 1:  Problem/opportunity identification
In this step the problem or opportunity is brought to the attention of those who have the responsibility, and authority, to effect system level change.  As mentioned above, you will find that your Daily Process Management meetings will be your most reliable source of inputs.  This graphic illustrates that complete process:
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The issue or opportunity should be articulated in clear, concise terms that leave no doubt as to the definition of the initiative to be addressed.    Typically, identification of the issue or opportunity would be through the daily observation of the process in action.  Deviations from the standard or “what is expected” would stimulate a prescribed response (Level 1) and follow-up (Level 2) mechanism.  No matter what the identification process, the sustainable solution (reached through the Kaizen process) would follow the Level 2 “Prevent” loop.
Problem definition should consist of these four steps:
1. What is the problem?  State the problem in a complete declarative sentence in the present tense.

2. When does the problem occur?  Again, state this in a complete declarative sentence in the present tense.

3. Where does the problem occur?  Same criteria as above.

4. What is the significance (safety, frequency, magnitude, cost, etc.) of the problem?  This is a very important part of problem definition.  It confirms the cause-and-effect relationship and establishes an element of urgency for solution.
The Prevent loop follows a very deliberate process.  That process is described in the Step 2 through Step 5 detail.  It is absolutely critical that you follow each step in the order presented and that you complete one step prior to moving to the next.  If you do not do this, you’ll waste time, energy, money and spirit.  If you do follow this, you’ll enjoy sustainable solutions and a calmer, more predictable working environment.
Step 2:  Core causes confirmed and documented
A. Observe the current process.  Go to the process and look at it with your eyes – do not just think that you know what’s going on there.  Stand with those who actually work in the process and understand what it is they do and the circumstances of their activities.  Understand the context within which the problem resides.  This can take some time – it’s a necessary and good investment.
B. Draw a diagram to represent the current process with the current problem.  If you can not easily draw the current process, you do not know enough about it – go back to step 1.  Validate your drawing with all who work in the problem area – do not proceed without doing this.

C. Perform a Root Cause Analysis on the problem.  Use cause-and-effect charting to get to the cause to which you will apply your solution.  The Apollo Reality Charting method is the most effective that we’ve used to date.
Step 3:  Solution and plan of action determined (see the Synchronous Solutions’ Effective Problem Solutions Using the Scientific Method paper for details)
D. Develop a solution to address your chosen root cause of the problem.  Your solution is complete if it:
1. Prevents recurrence of the problem

2. Is within your control

3. Does not cause other problems

4. Is financially acceptable

If your solution does not satisfy the above four characteristics, it’s not a solution.
E. Draw a diagram of the proposed process with the problem solved.  Develop a results’ hypothesis (Scientific Method, see below).  Validate the drawing and your results’ hypothesis with everyone affected by the process under study – do not proceed without doing this.

F. Plan the implementation of the solution.  Ensure that your plan contains, at least:

1. The action that needs to occur.  Note that the physical and behavioral changes should be planned to be accomplished within five days.  If the actions required will take longer than that, the scope of the project may be too large.
2. The person who is responsible for causing that action to occur (Single Point Accountability)
3. A time-line for the action

4. A budget

5. Appropriate approvals

G. Discuss the plan with all affected parties – do not proceed without doing this.

Step 4:  Apply Aggressive Action
H. Implement the plan.  Do this over a very short time span – do not drag the implementation out.  Just get it done.  This step should take five or fewer days.
Step 5:  Measure
I. Measure your result(s) and respond accordingly.  Collect follow-up data on the outcome of the new process and compare it against your results’ hypothesis.  Is there a gap?  If “yes” employ the Scientific Method to find out why and close the gap.  If there is no gap between your hypothesis and collected results, celebrate.  When you celebrate your victories, you positively reinforce the organization’s commitment to sustainable problem solving behavior – do not pass up the opportunity to celebrate.

The Scientific Method

1. Develop a hypothesis for the causal relationship between input and output for the activity being studied.

2. State your prediction for each hypothesis: "If we do this, that should result."

3. Measure actual results against each hypothesis – be objective.

4. Determine if a gap exists (results don’t match hypothesis).

5. Determine the root cause of the gap (use the Reality Charting process).

6. Address the cause of the gap.  If you’re satisfied with your original hypothesis, fix the system.  If your hypothesis was flawed, figure out what the problem with it is.
7. Repeat the above loop until your results match your hypothesis.  If you determine that you have to make fundamental system changes (shift the system’s capability or narrow variation) you’ll probably have to initiate a project to specifically address that.

The Scientific Method loop does not have to be some extraordinarily complex routine.  Keep it as simple as possible.  However, make sure you’re getting what you should from your good work.

Contact us at any time if you have any question or comment about this.  We’re always happy to receive your inputs.  And, if you have a better idea, please pass it along to us – we’ll make sure you get credit for it.
Synchronous Solutions


Ed Hill:
704-560-1536


Ed Ligon:
704-560-4060
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