Process Improvement Primer
Overview
Improving business processes is a four-step process: define the problem, map the process, brainstorm &
test ideas, and analyze results.

What is the
reason for action?
What are our
baseline & goal
metrics?

Map each step

ID pain points &
issues
Break down the
issues & ID the
root cause(s)

Brainstorm
solutions

Implement the
selected ideas

Pilot ideas to
check if they work

Analyze &
compare results
to our metrics
What are our
take-aways?

Define the problem (Boxes 1-3)
What problem are we trying to solve and why? Identifying why change is needed can help scope the
problem, document your reasoning, and generate support. Next, let’s objectively define the current
state of the problem, and what we want it to look like. Focus on the metrics that we can track progress
against; I don’t know if I’ve lost any weight if I don’t know what weight I started at. What constitutes
success? How will we know that our solutions helped solve the problem?

Map the process (Boxes 2 & 4)
Grab some post-it notes and document each activity in the process, from start to end, clearly defining
who does what. Everyone who does the process should be involved and engaged in this activity, focused
on what does happen 80% of the time (instead of what should happen). Next, add estimates of time for
each step (actual work time, not waiting) and between steps (waiting or downtime). Finally, note the
points in the process where issues and pain points occur- where is there waiting, overproduction,
defects, rework, unused capacity, etc.? After identifying these issues, dig deeper to uncover the root
causes. What are the various contributing factors to this particular problem? What caused this issue,
and what caused that issue? If we were to diagram the movement in this process, what would that look
like, and is that the most efficient way to organize that space?

Brainstorm & Test Ideas (Boxes 5 - 7)
From the issues we identified, what could we do to solve the root cause? What might move the needle
to achieve our goals? Generate a bunch of ideas as a group, initially without judgement. Practicality can
come later when we decide which ideas we will pilot; to start with, our goal is to come up with
numerous solutions. Crazy ideas can get people thinking of more practical solutions! Once the group has
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selected the most promising ideas, we need to test to check if they will work as designed. After this step,
we can implement those ideas that worked and scrap/tweak those that didn’t.

Analyze Results (Boxes 8 & 9)
After the ideas have been implemented, we will check to see if they had any impact on the metrics we
initially identified. What happened after the action items were completed? Did it improve the situation,
make matters worse, or have no impact? What did we learn from this problem solving process? What
could we modify to improve our results? Get feedback from the group- what could we have done
differently? What went well, and what didn’t?

This method for improving business processes follows the A3, a structured approach to problem-solving.
The A3 gets its name from the metric size of paper that’s comparable to our 11x17. The A3 can be used
to think through any issue, problem, or opportunity and is essential in clarifying the scope of an
innovation. It’s also helpful in building consensus and communicating the outcomes or improvements
that result from an innovation. It’s easy to start an A3, simply pull out a blank sheet of paper, create 9equal sized boxes with headers that follow the A3 model/structure:
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