Problem Solving, Part 2
Continuous Improvements

By Dale Savage

In Part 1, we learned how to find the root cause of problems.
In this article, we discuss how to take that next step to
continually improve our processes, continually improve our
office systems, continually improve our production, or con-
tinually improve efficiency on the jobsite. We all know areas
in our businesses that need improvement, but sometimes we
hit a brick wall. Following are some reasons why.

Why We Don’t Improve

Fear of change. One reason people don't improve is fear
of change, yet people are willing to make certain changes
in spite of their fears. For example, those who plan on
getting married expect a lot of change; they're going to
have a spouse, potentially have children, and experience a
lot of adjustments. Do they fear it? Maybe a little. There's
obviously some nervousness when people get married.
But they still take that step. Why? Because they believe it's
going to benefit them.

It's the same in our churches and in our businesses—
people feel a certain amount of nervousness about change. In
continuous improvement, employees look at the changes
we're trying to bring in and think, “Oh, what are they going
to do to us now? What's going to happen to our jobs?
Are they just going to make it harder for us?” Continuous

improvement, or Lean,’ isn't always looked at favorably. But
if the benefits of the changes are clearly explained to those
who will be affected, then that fear of change is minimized.

Another way to minimize the fear of change is refusing
a culture of blame. When changes for improvement don't
bring the desired results, how do we react? Do we blame
the employees and say, “They just didn’t want to do it!”
Don’t take it personally and blame others when your
improvement ideas don’t work. Sometimes no one is
responsible for it not working—the idea simply didn’t work.
Instead, as a leader, take a look at what really prevented
the idea from working, and tweak it with the help of your
employees. Change will be more readily accepted when
you can help employees view it as something that will
positively affect their daily work.

Cost versus investment. Another thing that keeps us from
improving is cost. Businesses want to keep costs down, but
continuous improvement can incur expenses. For instance,
sending employees to conferences or trainings helps them

! Lean manufacturing or Lean production, often simply referred to as
“Lean,"is a systematic method for waste minimization within a manufac-
turing system without sacrificing productivity, which can cause prob-
lems. Lean also takes into account waste created through overburden
and waste created through unevenness in workloads. Working from the
perspective of the client who consumes a product or service, “value”is
any action or process that a customer would be willing to pay for. (Taken
from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lean_manufacturing.)



learn and gives them tools that enable them to make a
difference in your business. Do you see that as a cost or an
investment? What investments are you willing to make in
your employees to develop them and the processes in your
business? Your attitude regarding needed education will
show employees whether you really care about them or not.

The investment isn’t just financial. Continuous
improvement takes time. And if you think you don’t have
time to work on improvements, think about all the time
that is wasted doing work inefficiently. Although your
employees are getting the job done, it takes them longer.
That extra time could be used for even greater productivity,
if the problems are removed from their processes.

If you view the time and money put into continuous
improvement as investment, you can expect a return on
that investment. You can expect more efficiency and more
productivity with your continuous improvement efforts.
But you need to look at it as an investment, not just a cost.

Firefighting versus prevention. Some people get a thrill
out of being a “firefighter” at work. They like thinking, “At the
end of the day, / saved the company. | got the product out
the door. I made the customer happy."They get a rush out
of being the one who got out there and helped get it done.

It's the same with real firefighters. They are the ones
everyone’s patting on the back for saving the house. But no
matter how small a house fire is and how quickly you get it
out, there’s always some loss and damage, even if it’s only
smoke damage. And although you put the fire out before
losing a whole lot, there is still a cost involved. To improve
our businesses, we need to change our firefighting mindset
to a prevention mindset.

Have you ever had to deal with building inspectors?
It can be kind of a pain, right? Building inspectors don't
always have the best reputations, but their job is to prevent
problems by finding potential issues. In the same way, our
mindset has to go from being firefighters to being building
inspectors. We might be viewed as annoying. Employees
might ask, “Why do we have to do it that way?” or say, “But |
really don’t want to do it that way.” Regardless, we need to
be that preventive person who enforces the building code
in order to prevent future problems. We want it done the
same way every time by every individual simply because
it prevents variation and allows for a more consistent
product or service.

Unfortunately, management is sometimes the worst

2 | Problem Solving, Part 2 Continuous Improvements

at preventing problems. We enjoy that adrenaline rush of
firefighting, which blinds our eyes to the fact that we
need to put preventive measures in place. After all, we still
satisfied the customer, right? Maybe, but at what cost?

Passing fad versus permanent methods. Lean business
principles are just the “next best thing,” a passing fad, you
think. Something else will come along in the next month
or year, and Lean will fall by the wayside. You decide to
lay low and not get involved in continuous improvement
or other Lean initiatives, and you will certainly never send
your people to seminars to learn about it!

The truth is, Lean business principles have been
around for a long time. Lean isn't just a passing fad. Some
companies call their Lean initiatives “common sense
manufacturing.” That’s all Lean is. And once you know
how to apply it, it's just common sense. Many Scriptural
principles can be applied to Lean initiatives like continuous
improvement. And when put into place, these initiatives
are permanent methods that help companies improve,
grow, and survive—even in the tough times.

Kaizen: Continuous Improvement

The idea of continuous improvement comes from the
Japanese word kaizen.? Kai means change, and zen means
good or for the better. Kaizen is a change for the better, or
continuous improvement. Following are some goals of kaizen.

Identify and eliminate waste. Kaizen is the process of
identifying and eliminating waste, as quickly as possible
and at the lowest possible cost. Do this as quickly as
possible so you can get your return on investment quickly,
and make changes at the lowest possible cost so you're not
stuck if something doesn't work.

Too many companies try to bring in something costly,
like a piece of equipment, and then they're stuck with it if
it doesn’t work the way they had anticipated. They don’t
want to stop using the equipment, since they spent a lot
of money on it. That puts the employees in the awkward
position of having to use something that doesn’'t work well
and reduces their productivity.

Start with the imperfect. One of the principles in Lean
is that you don't go for the perfect and overlook the

2 There are a lot of Japanese words in the Lean vocabulary simply be-
cause of the Toyota Production System that it is generally modeled after.



better. Too many people let the perfect stand in the way of
improvement. Your improvement idea doesn’t have to be
perfect as soon as you implement it, because you can take
it to the next level later.

Another principle involved with continuous
improvement is that there’s no such thing as a wasted
mistake. Not everything you try will work. And that’s okay
because the whole principle of continuous improvement
is to have a team working on projects and improvements
so that if something doesn't work, the team can look at
what went wrong and brainstorm how they can do things
differently. Having a team brings all the different ideas
together. A mistake isn't a failure, unless it's wasted; it's
a learning experience and an opportunity for further
improvement. These learning experiences help us in the
future as we continue making improvements.

Continually, gradually, and persistently improve.
Kaizen requires continuous, gradual, persistent
improvement—by all employees, including management.
Everyone has a role to play in continuous improvement.
The continuous improvement model is every employee,
every job, every day. Everyone has to be a problem solver
and look for problems, which then need to be bubbled

Continuous
Improvement
Model

Improvement

things will go more smoothly.

Encourage your employees every day to notice problems
they're experiencing and to speak up about them. For that
to happen, they need the confidence that those problems
are going to be taken care of if they bring them to
management. That everyday, persistent improvement is
what gains us the most ground in our companies.

This improvement will also happen as we empower our
associates or employees to not only bring up the problems,
but also to be problem solvers. Everyone, every day and in
every job, has a part to play in being a problem solver. But
they need to be empowered by members of management,
supervisors, bosses, or owners of the company. To do that,
we must invest in training them to be problem solvers.

Continuous Improvement Event

There are two types of continuous improvement or kaizen
events—problem solving and projects. Project events,
which aren’t the focus of this article, are when you try to
make a process better even if it is meeting the expected
level of achievement and there are no specific problems.
Problem solving, which the rest of this article addresses,

~— Kaizen Event

Kaizen (Every Day)

Time
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If you hold an event in which you will be working on a
known problem, you must first start with the root cause
analysis process, which you read about in Part 1.2 Doing so
first is critical to the success of your problem-solving event.
Otherwise you put a lot of effort and time into an event
that may or may not take care of the root cause of your
problem. And not dealing with the root cause becomes a
cost instead of an investment.

After doing root cause analysis and identifying the
problems,* how should you move forward in solving your
problems? What is involved in putting together a kaizen or
continuous improvement event?

Commitment. Most importantly in continuous improve-
ment, there has to be commitment. Management must be
committed to providing the time and resources needed.
Employees must be committed to providing information
and ideas.

Management may say they don't have time to do contin-
uous improvement, but somehow they have time to deal
with all of the problems, right? Employees are also great
at getting their jobs done by finding ways to work around
a problem, but doing so takes more time than finding a
solution and doing it the way it should be done. Do you
have time to deal with customers who received a product
or service that wasn’t done right? Do you have time to
spend on the phone with someone angrily asking, “Why
is this happening?” Consider how much time you spend
dealing with problems that could’ve been prevented.

Again, management must be committed to providing
the time and resources needed to do continuous
improvements. It's very frustrating for employees to come
up with an improvement idea only to have management
refuse to put resources into it. By refusing to act, manage-
ment is telling the employees, “Your ideas don’t matter.”

Employees also must be committed to providing
information and ideas. Employees selected by their boss
to help with an improvement event often feel like they're
wasting their time sitting in a meeting or discussing the
issue. They say it's a waste of time because “no one’s going
to listen anyway.” The fact that employees feel like no
one is going to listen is a problem in and of itself. Once
employees know that management really is going to listen,

3 To learn how to do root cause analysis, read “Problem Solving, Part 1:
Finding the Root Cause,” by Dale Savage.

4 See above footnote.
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then they'll participate wholeheartedly.

Employees are wonderful at problem solving when
given the opportunity and the tools, because they are
closer to the problem. They need to understand that they
are paid to think, not just mindlessly work. Employees
have great ideas and their commitment in the continuous
improvement event is essential.

Everyone involved, including management and
employees, must commit to respecting and trusting one
another and to working together to make improvements.
A company | used to work for had a code of conduct for
our continuous improvement events. One of them was
that each person’s ideas matter, regardless of their position
in the company, whether they were management, a
supervisor, an operator, or a janitor. Everyone had to
sign that code of conduct. That commitment of trust and
working together is essential

Getting started. Keeping the foundation of trust and
commitment in mind, now you want to create a team. And
remember, it has to be a team, because one person doesn't
have all the ideas. One person doesn’t know it all. One
person can't see all the different perspectives. So create a
team, choose a problem to work on, and then establish a
timeline for the event.

How to Select a Countermeasure

A countermeasure is any action or device intended to stop
or prevent something bad or dangerous from happening.
Our goal is to counteract problems by doing a kaizen event.
Since the goal is to stop or prevent something negative
from happening, it's very important that the event is
aimed directly at the root cause of the problem. Otherwise
you're just mowing off the weeds around the tree instead
of getting rid of the roots themselves so the weeds don't
continue to come back.

How do you select a countermeasure? Remember that
all ideas for improvement must be directed at the verified
root cause. After you've determined your root cause and
have your project team working together, start brain-
storming ideas to counteract the problem. Write down
all the countermeasure ideas. Remember that you're
brainstorming, and brainstorming can be anything.
Someone might come up with the wildest idea, and you're
thinking, “Yeah, right. Like we're going to do that?” But



never discount any brainstorming activity or suggested
idea, because that wild idea may spark a workable idea in
somebody else’s mind.

I've heard ideas that sounded totally stupid, and the
person said it to be funny, but as a result of what they said,
it sparked a useful idea in somebody else’s mind. So, when
you're brainstorming, anything goes. Open it up and write
down all the ideas on the board.

After listing all the ideas, prioritize them. But again,
employee involvement is the key. Our employees have to be
the ones to take care of the issues. They're the ones that are
going to own the project and live with the results every day.
Consider how youd feel if somebody knocked on your door,
and said, “I see your house needs to be painted. It looks bad
and people driving by are complaining about it. We're going
to paint it for you. Don't worry about anything. We'll just take
care of it So they paint it pink with purple trim. Now what
would your reaction be? Are you just going to live with it?
You'd probably find a way to take care of that problem, right?

It's the same when management tells employees what
their problems are and what the best way is to solve them
without their involvement. It’s like painting their house
pink with purple trim. The employees are going to find
a way around it. Management feels good because they

think they took care of the problem, but in reality, they
may have caused another problem for the employees.
Because, again, management doesn’t know it all. Never
forget, employee involvement is absolutely critical to any
continuous improvement.

Countermeasure selection matrix. After you've
prioritized your ideas with your employees, you come
to another matrix. This time, use the countermeasure
selection matrix:

« Again, write down your root causes, but only
those that have been verified.

« Brainstorm ideas for what your countermeasure
will be. Remember there’s no such thing as a bad
idea.

+ During the collection period, you will implement
and trial your ideas, collecting data from it. Decide
when and how long the collection period will be.
Don’t shortcut this step.

« Evaluate the cost and look at your ROI (return on
investment)—what you are going to get back
from this cost, if there’s a cost involved. Manage-
ment needs to be involved with the employees
because employees don't always know the costs.

Countermeasure Selection Matrix

Implementation Analysis

Collection Period

Countermeasure

Root Cause Idea When

How Long

Does
Countermeasure
create a new Can this be
Estimated problem? implemented?
Cost If yes, why? (Yes/No)
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A lot of employees have no clue what the budget
is for the company, because there’s no transparen-
cy with the employees. So management needs to
be involved with the ROL.

« Ask, “Does the countermeasure create a new
problem?” If yes, ask, “Why?” This step is often
overlooked. We are gung ho about our counter-
measure which will take care of the problem, so
we implement it without consideration of other
problems it could cause.

At a factory where | used to work, someone got
the bright idea to shave a couple seconds off the
process of testing the vehicle’s heater doors by
moving them together instead of separately the
way they would work in the car. In the end, the
heater doors squeaked when they were turned
on, a problem which had not shown up in testing.
In fact, it didn't show up until the heaters were
already installed in the vehicles.

When | asked the plant manager how things
were going, he said the issue could cost the
company about $10 million. We have to look at
the broader picture of every improvement idea
to make sure we're not going to cause more
problems. It doesn't make sense to try to save
a few dollars and then have the change cost us
much more than we saved.

« Ask, “Is this idea feasible to implement?” Again,
management needs to be involved with that
question because if not, the employees may get
excited about an idea, while management says,
“That's not even possible to do.”

After you've gone through these steps, you will select a
countermeasure. You're going to work together to make
the improvements. You are now ready to implement the
countermeasure.

How to Implement
a Countermeasure
How you implement your countermeasure can be the
difference between failure and success. The best way to
implement a countermeasure is through the PDCA cycle:
plan, do, check, act. This is a very common concept in Lean.
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Plan: how to plan a countermeasure.
The first step in implementing a countermeasure is to
plan. This is something we're not always so good at—fully
planning out and thinking through our processes or the
improvements we want to make. Planning takes a little
time, but it’s time well spent. Decide how you're going to
implement your countermeasure, making sure everyone
involved approves the countermeasure ideas. Develop a
timeline of steps you will take in this process.

Also communicate the plan to your employees. You might
have only five people at the event, but there are other
employees who work in your company who need to know
what’s going on. One of the biggest complaints employees
have against management is that management doesn't
communicate with employees effectively. Employees don't
always know what'’s going on; they are just expected to come
in, do their job, and go home. This might be where they
get the idea that they're not being paid to think, because
management doesn't give them information to think about.
So be sure you're communicating.

Communicate who's going to be involved, what'’s going
to happen, when you are going to put your countermeasure
into place, where it’'s going to happen, and why you're
doing this. The why goes back to that whole idea of trust
and whether or not employees perceive the change as
positive. If people understand why they're supposed to do
something, they usually don’t have a problem doing it. It's
when they think there’s no real reason behind it that they
tend to stop putting their efforts into it.

Your timeline should be illustrated on a Gantt chart.
You put your steps and progress on it, and it becomes a
basic map. It's similar to when you start out on a trip with
children in the van, and ten
miles down the road you hear,
“Are we there yet?” Ten minutes

ct| Plan later, you hear again, “Are we

Check| Do there yet?” That's when you
start giving the children a little
more information. You tell them
it's going to be this long, this is
what’s going to happen, this is
Plan where we have to go first, and

so forth. That way they know
what'’s happening. It's the same
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all like to know what'’s going to happen. We like to know
where we're headed. And a Gantt chart provides a road
map that keeps all the employees well informed.

Do: how to test a countermeasure.

After planning the countermeasure, you then test it by going
out and doing it. Is it at the lowest possible cost, as quickly
as possible? Don't put a lot of expense into your counter-
measure idea until you've tried it out. You try it based upon
your established timeline and then collect data, beginning
with each of the steps. Evaluate through observation
and feedback the results of your countermeasure as you
are testing it. Again, employee involvement is critical in this
step. Employees need to understand what you're doing and
what they’re supposed to be doing. They need to record any
obstacles and changes that may be happening.

Testing is where you may encounter unintended
consequences. If you're listening, employees will be the ones
to tell you what can and cannot work. They need to know that
we actually want to hear the obstacles they're encountering.
Too often when they don't feel like people want to hear what's
going on, they'll do things the way you want them to while
you're watching, but when you're gone, they'll do it their own
way, because the new way isn't going to work. So we need
to make sure they're involved so they can record obstacles

and continue to make improvement

ideas.

Do

(TEST) Retry the countermeasure as

needed. You make a plan, you try
it, you see the improvements, but
you may run into obstacles. If so,
then you develop other ideas that

Check might take care of those obstacles.

Remember, this whole continuous

DD

improvement idea is like stair steps
that move you from your current
situation to an improved situation as illustrated in the
continuous improvement model mentioned earlier.
Overcoming obstacles may actually move you farther up
the stairs as you come up with other improvements to
overcome them.

Check: how to verify a countermeasure.
After testing your countermeasure, check your results.
Again, this is something companies don't always do well.
You may roll out a test and conclude, “Hey, it worked! Okay,
there you go!” But you didn't do a good check to verify
whether it really accomplished what you were hoping it
would accomplish.

To check your results, compare the data you collected
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it didn't work.”l actually heard a supervisor tell
an employee, “Oh, it’s in the standard work. You
have to do it” But why is it still in the standard

work if it didn’t work? You must modify
the standard work as you implement the

countermeasure.
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And, again, when you modify the standard
work, you need to communicate to all affected
employees who, what, when, where, why, and
how things are supposed to be done. Keep
them informed about what'’s going on, the
goals, and what’s coming next.

After you have your countermeasure
implemented, the improvements can just

before the improvement event to what's happening now.
Verify whether it touched the root cause. Make sure the
time frame for data collection after your trial is the same
as you used to collect your data before it. A graph provides
a good visual comparison and can be posted for all to see.
This helps employees feel confident that management
actually looked at the data. It's not just an opinion; it's facts.
Remember, without data, you just have an opinion.

Act: how to standardize

a countermeasure.

Once you can prove that the countermeasure actually
made the improvements you are looking for, start
standardizing the countermeasure. This standardization
becomes your new best way of doing something.

Some people think after a countermeasure isimplemented
and standardized it can never change. But standardization
is your current best way of doing something. There are
always new opportunities for improvement. As things
change, it often opens you up to other improvements, and
you can modify your countermeasure as needed.

If you had to adjust because of obstacles encountered,
discard any ideas that didn't work. Too often after we try
something that doesn’t work the way we want it to, we leave
the countermeasure in place because it’s already out there.
This could be an extra step in the process or requiring the
use of equipment that isn't really effective. Employees will
be the first to say, “Why are we still doing this? We told you
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continue to get better. Again, nothing is set in
stone in continuous improvement. As others
have new ideas, make the countermeasure
even better. Do it the current best way, but keep going from
there to your next improvement. Remember: every employee,
every job, every day.

It's About the People

As you're doing continuous improvement events, it's very
important to keep in mind that there will be different per-
spectives. That's the reason for having a team. Those various
perspectives are necessary to make sure we aren’t missing
something when we're working on an improvement.
Our teams are made up of people from different positions
in the company and different work areas, and it’s purposely
that way.

Most importantly, in continuous improvement, it's about
the people. Employees aren’t robots. They have hands and
heads, right? They are also the experts on the jobs they do
on a daily basis.

This is true even of new employees. Once new employees
start doing the jobs, they become the experts at those jobs.
You might have been used to an employee doing the job

a certain way for years, but as new
people come in, the way things
get done might change a little.
Act Just because someone else does it

a little differently doesn’t make it
wrong. His or her way might drive
you nuts, but it might not be wrong.



Instead of immediately thinking they are wrong, consider
that the new employee’s way of doing it might be more
efficient. If it is, then make that the new standard work for
that job. If it’s not, then retrain the employee to do it the
most efficient and effective way.

Employees want to feel good about the job they're
doing. They want to leave the day with a sense of
accomplishment. They want to know that what they're
doing has value to an employer, their community, and
society. They want to feel like they're part of a larger team
ultimately serving God. If employees don't feel that way,
their work becomes mundane. They need to feel that they
have a larger purpose than just the daily job they're doing.
They want to feel good about doing their job.

Invest in your employees. Train them. Teach them to be
problem solvers. Empower them to make changes. Work
with them. Employees are an asset rather than a cost.

'\%‘ Stewardship
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They need to feel secure in their jobs; otherwise they're
not going to succeed or help your business become more
efficient. Invest in your employees before you try to make
your products.

Employees’ knowledge and involvement are absolutely
critical. As employees are developed to think about
continuous improvements, your results will be realized.
You need to learn together with the employees to get the
results you want. They need to understand the whys.

Employees who have a feeling of ownership and
empowerment also feel more responsibility to their jobs
and the company they’re working for. They feel a part of it.
They feel a purpose there. They feel appreciated. And they're
going to have more loyalty to you and to your company. So
invest in your employees, work together towards continuous
improvement, and together you'll achieve greater results.
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