D E S I G N T H I N K I N G : I N N O VAT I O N

One way to describe the
A3 is as “standardized
storytelling,” which
refers to the ability of
A3s to communicate
both facts and meaning
in a commonly
understood format.
Like any narrative tale,
an A3 tells a complete
story, with a beginning,
a middle and an end,
which can be traced
from the upper left-hand
side to the lower right
side. Because readers
are familiar with the
format, they can focus
easily on the matter
contained. It becomes
the basis for reaching a
shared understanding.

Current conditions
are always based on
facts derived from
the gemba — the
place where the
work takes place.
Real facts about
the real work are
derived from careful
investigation on the
part of the author.

Despite the specific
categories used in
this A3, there’s no
one fixed, absolute,
correct template.
Regardless of the
setting or use,
it’s always the
underlying thinking
that matters.
Every A3 is no
more than a visual
manifestation of
a problem-solving
thought process
involving continual
dialogue between
the owner of an
issue and others in
an organization.

A3s employ visual
methods to share
information and
thinking. This helps
condense key facts
into meaningful
visual shorthand —
storytelling tools
that help pack a
great deal of data
into an elegant
presentation.

Defining the
problem simply
and powerfully
represents the most
important part of
any A3. Effective A3s
persuade others by
capturing the right
story with facts (not
abstractions) and
communicating the
meaning effectively.

A problem is something that presents itself as a barrier to the organization
achieving its goal. Articulating this problem requires the author to identify the gap
between current state and the desired performance at any given time. The root
cause or reason the gap exists is identified through examining the way the work is
currently being performed and asking why the problem occurs. If the root cause is
clearly defined, effective countermeasures can more easily be developed.
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A3 proposals typically use the word “countermeasure” rather than
“solution.” Countermeasure refers to the way that proposed actions are
directly addressed to existing conditions. More importantly, the wording
recognizes that even apparent “solutions” inevitably create new problems.
Once a countermeasure is in place, it will create a new situation, with its
own set of problems that will require their own countermeasures.

The A3s process
explores a set
of potential
countermeasures
rather than just
one solution. By
examining a range
of potential choices,
individuals uncover
a broader and
more meaningful
basis for dialogue,
analysis and
agreement.

All A3s include the
initials or names
of the author and
manager. The value of
the A3 process to the
manager cannot be
overemphasized. The
manager now has a
tool to mentor and
establish alignment.
The individual now
has the means to
propose answers to
problems that he/
she owns, to create
authorization to act
and to manufacture
the authorization
needed to see the
proposal carried out.

Note that effective
countermeasures
can be produced
only by speaking
with everyone who
touches the work.
And so producing a
viable plan requires
meaningful input
from everyone.

Producing a realistic
plan through the A3
process shifts the basis
of decision making
from formal authority
to ownership of the
problem itself. By
developing a mastery
of the issue at hand
and involving the
players in the process,
the A3 author earns the
authority to propose
and move forward an
effective plan.

Every action plan includes a schedule for hansei, or reflection,
to identify problems, develop new countermeasures and
communicate improvements to the rest of the organization.
A3s are part of a learning cycle of continuous improvement —
which is why a key Toyota saying is, “No problem is a problem.”
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