
Solving  for 
Opportunity: Using 

Lean A3 Thinking

May 10th  

Pamela Ballou Nelson 



Objectives 

• Why A3 Thinking
• Define the problem 
• Why data
• How to conduct a root cause analysis

oReview of the 5 Whys
o Fish bone 

•  Documenting tool 



Why Promote A3 Thinking?

• A structured cycle of improvement

• A framework for organizing thinking

• For individuals and teams

• Eliminates the waste of debating method 

• Makes problem solving visual

• Tells a Story – like a story board for a film



Where do we apply A3 thinking 

A3’s work for all types of activities

• Strategic Planning

• Problem Solving/Decision Making

• Sharing ideas/Proposing Change

•  Value Stream Analysis

• Rapid Improvement Events 

• A3 should become the default way of making improvement



First Step Define the Problem 

• What problem are we trying to solve? (not too big, something you have control over)
• How do you know it is a problem?: (Data)
• What has been experienced by the team or member? (Data) 
• Where does the problem occur?

•  What data is available that highlights the problem? 
• Why is this project being done? 
• Why should anyone care or work on this project?
 



Break Out into 
teams for 10 

minutes decide a 
problem and as 

group define the 
problem
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Practice Time 
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No Solutions Yet 
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Set Realistic/Smart Goals

• SMART GOAL: What are we trying to achieve?
• Describe vision of improvement:  
• Set SMART improvement goals for current state measures:  Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Timely 

(document in confirmed future state).
• Establish a Threshold, Target and Stretch Measure and timeframe this project will take. Use this format to state 

your SMART goal:

• We will improve {something} from {baseline} to {target} by {date}. 



Effective problem and goal statements 

Cause and solutions come 
AFTER defining problem and 
goals 



Breakout into 
TEAMS and decide 
your SMART GOAL 
for the problem 
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Practice Time 

Sample Footer Text

Share & Debrief NOTE: 
No Solutions Yet 
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Collect Your Data 

Family of Measures 
• Outcome measure: The goal measure Give me an example ? Often called LAG measure

• Process measure: How we get to the outcome often called LEAD measure what you 
influence what you measure real time. Give me an example?  

• Balancing measure: measure any unintended consequences of your improvement positive or 
negative Give me an example? 

• Lag measures:  is what we see as the outcome after the fact can’t act on it, done Example?

• Lead measure: is the measure you act on to impact the Lag predictive Give me an example ? 



Root Cause Analysis : No Solutions Yet 



Fish Bone: No Solutions Yet 

• Also called: cause-and-effect diagram, Ishikawa diagram

• This cause analysis tool is considered one of the seven basic quality tools. The fishbone 
diagram identifies many possible causes for an effect or problem. It can be used to structure a 
brainstorming session. It immediately sorts ideas into useful categories.

https://asq.org/quality-resources/root-cause-analysis/tools
https://asq.org/quality-resources/seven-basic-quality-tools


Fish bone 

1. Agree on a problem statement (effect). Write it at the center right of the flipchart or whiteboard. Draw a box around 
it and draw a horizontal arrow running to it.

2. Brainstorm the major categories of causes of the problem. If this is difficult use generic headings:
1. Process
2. Machines (equipment)
3. People (manpower)
4. Materials
5. Measurement
6. Environment
7. Technology

3. Write the categories of causes as branches from the main arrow.

4. Brainstorm all the possible causes of the problem. Ask "Why does this happen?" As each idea is given, the 
facilitator writes it as a branch from the appropriate category. Causes can be written in several places if they relate to 
several categories.



People
Process
Technology
Regulations 



Five Why’s Video

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BEQvq99PZwo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BEQvq99PZwo


Five Whys 

• Debrief 

• What were the steps in 5 whys?

• Problem 

•         Why #1

•             Why#2

•                  Why#3 etc.

• What happens if we stop too soon?

• When do we know to stop? 

It’s important to note that the purpose of 
the 5 whys isn’t to place blame, but rather 
to uncover the root cause of why 
something unexpected occurred. 
Additionally, it helps a team create small, 
incremental steps so that the same issue 
doesn’t happen again (to anyone).

Select the root cause or several from Fish 
Bone and then begin your plan to correct 

PDSA cycles 



A3 story boards 
for your problem 
solving 
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GAP analysis helps in identifying key areas of improvement from current state to future state.
Using this tool, you can make important decisions about the future and how the business needs to be changed.

Current State Data Future State Gap Root Cause Action to Close Gap/PDSA

What What happened? What should it look like? What is different?
What will be done to 

address the gap?

Where When is the confusion? Where will it change?
Where will it be 

different?
Where will it be 

addressed?

When When is it done? When will in change?
When are the 

differences needed?
When will the difference  

be addressed?

Who Who does the work? Who will do this?
Who will identify & 
validate the gap?

Who will address the 
difference?

How How is it sequenced? How will it be timed?
How will the gap be 

improved?
How will it be rolled out?

Current State Data Future State Gap Root Cause Action to Close Gap/PDSA

What

Where

When

Who

How

Lead, Leg and balancing 
measures

Moving into value based 
payment - data is critical

Fishbone, 5 Whys and/or 
brainstorming
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