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We Had a Problem



Why Lean? 

Outcomes

Inputs 

Why Lean? 



Take the time to make the time 

“Lean isn’t additional work, it’s how we work”
Brad Brown 



Introduction
What do you think an A3 is? 

• Problem Solving Tool

• Management Tool

• Storyboard

• Mindset



Problem Solving Tool



A3 History 
• When rebuilding after WWII, Toyota had 

significant problems at various locations 
• They needed a succinct way to communicate 

visually to eliminate confusion
• The largest size paper that could be faxed (one 

sided only) was 297 X 420 mm



Why A3 Thinking? 
• A structured cycle of 

improvement

• A framework for organized 
thinking

• Reveals issues and problems

• Makes problem solving visual

• Tells a story 



A3 Problem Solving Tool 
• A standardized approach to problem 
solving yields exceptional results

• The template involves several well 
defined steps to “solving” a problem 

• The power is not in the paper,
but the thought process 



A3 Problem Solving Tool
• Requires a cross functional team 

of affected employees/customers

• Standard layouts and tools are 
utilized, which places the focus 
on the root cause

• Although the template should be 
standardized, changes to fit your 
organization are encouraged





Initial Attempt 





A3 Do’s and Do Not’s

• Do get your message across clearly 
• Do get messy 
• Do use the A3 to control projects and meetings
• Do use the A3 to build consensus and lock down 

agreements
• Do store the multiple revisions to crystalize your learnings

• Don’t worry about whether to use pen, pencil or computer 
• Don’t get hung up on formal elements
• Don’t strive for perfection, you will never find it
• Don’t use the process in a vacuum 
• Don’t jump to conclusions



Where are you at on your A3 Journey? 

• Is your team bringing problems and ideas 
forward, or are they waiting for 
assignments to be given? 

• Are issues and problems being revisited 
repeatedly? 

• Are staff still jumping to solutions?



A3 Process
•It encourages Plan-Do-Check-Act. 
•It forces “5S for information.”
•It clarifies the link between true problems 
and countermeasures.
•It serves as an organizational learning tool.
•It leads to effective countermeasures and 
solutions based on facts and data.
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Management Tool 



Catch ball  Rudy
"Catch ball" is a phrase that appeared in the book 
Value Stream Management for the Lean Office, by Don 
Tapping and Tom Shuker.



Questions NOT to ask 
• Is that really the problem you need to solve?

• Why don’t you look at ______? 

• Are you sure that’s going to work? 

• Also, try not to interrupt until the A3 
explanation is completed.



Questions to Ask 
•What problem are you trying to solve?
•Have you gathered and verified the facts?
•Do your targets align with the desired outcomes? 
• Can you show the gap between the target and 
current condition? 
•Is the information presented in the clearest and 
most concise manner? 



Questions to Ask 
•Have you produced viable alternatives based on 
conversations with the people doing the work? 

•Can you show how your proposed actions will 
address the root causes of the problems?

•Can you justify why your 
proposed countermeasures 
are needed? 



Questions to Ask 
•Does the current A3 reflect the input of key people 
involved with the work? 
•Do you see where your A3 fits into the overall 
organization’s goals/targets? 
•Has the A3 continued to evolve through constant 
iteration as a result of experiments? 
•What did you learn? 



Storyboard



Creating an A3

Imagine clearly the story of 
the proposal you want to 
make, the improvement you 
want to initiate or the 
problem you want to solve. 

24



Fire Prevention Focus 



RSP Results 

• Over 7,000 Home Safety Assessments 
have been conducted with over 42,000 
smoke alarms installed

• 98% customer satisfaction rating 

• Fires down in most severe target 
neighborhood 10%

• Non participant homes are 2.8 times more 
likely to experience a fire 



What’s your story? 
1. Create content on a pertinent topic (Background) 
2. Include all components of the story                                

(Current Condition) 
3. Trigger emotion                                                                 

(Analysis to Proposed Countermeasure Link) 
4. Ensure story visibility through multiple mediums and 

platforms (A3 and the Story you Tell)

Psychology Today explains that neuro-imagery shows consumers primarily use 
emotions, not facts and information, when making decisions on purchases. 



Mindset



Plan Slowly, Implement Rapidly 
• You will need to engage others…
• You will go through multiple 
iterations….and then a few more
• You will clarify the link between true 
problems and their countermeasures
• You will experience greater buy in, 
more accurate decision making and 
more sustainable results. 
• In the end this will be a quicker way to 
a “solution” 



A3’s are an Iterative Process

PDCA (plan–do–
check–act) is an 
iterative four-step 
management method 
used in business for the 
control and continual 
improvement of 
processes and products.



Summary 



• Stated Goals and Objectives
• Lean 
• Plan-Do-Check-Act
• Community and Employee Involvement in Problem 

Solving
• Management and Accountability System 



A3 Wrap Up
• Make this a default mindset
• Find a coach
• Practice to get your repetitions in 

Brad Brown
Grand Rapids Fire Department
bbrown@grcity.us
616-456-3344


