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Practical Process Improvement (PPI)
Practical Process Improvement is a process improvement program, developed by Ed 
Zunich1  and based on these principles…

Logical simplicity
Practical tools and methods
Involve everyone

Employees are formed into PPI teams to solve important problems. They are taught and 
coached the PPI tools and methodology by a PPI Process Manager, who guides them 
through the 8-Step  Method© over a period of about 10 weeks. The tools are simple, the 
method logical and structured, but the coaching is critical to the project outcome. Most new 
Process Managers understandably focus on learning how to teach the three training days, 
Days 1,2 and 3. They pay little attention to the coaching. The aim of this article is to 
explain what coaching is, how to apply coaching to the 8-Step Method© and what to expect 
as the teams progress to the PPI Report Out. It is written for Process Managers, 
especially, but not exclusively, those new in the role.

The PPI 8-Step Method©
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What is Coaching?
Coaching is very popular in organisations as a way of driving improvement, both in the 
results and individual capability. Therefore, it is becoming a common part of workplace 
vocabulary. However, it seems as if everyone has a slightly  different view of what coaching 
is; this is not helpful for standardising the PPI methodology. When most managers talk 
about coaching, it feels like training to the employee. It is useful to have some idea of the 
differences, in order to be able to coach and not to teach (or even preach).

The concept of a continuum2, starting with consulting, progressing through training and 
coaching and ending with mentoring is probably the most useful way of defining coaching.

            

Consulting a task needs to be done, so just do it. This can involve bringing 
in someone from outside (the consultant) or more commonly “I 
am short of time, so I will just do it myself”

Training teach people how to do something; passing on knowledge so 
that they can perform this task from now on

Coaching enabling development of an individual or team, helping them 
learn how to learn, so that they can tackle different types of 
situation

Mentoring assisting with personal growth and helping them understand 
what drives their behaviours
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With this idea of a continuum, it is easy to see how any given session can switch between 
all four states. But it is important for Process Managers to recognise when they are, say,  
training and when they are coaching. At one end of the continuum, Consulting is more 
about telling, whereas at the other end, Mentoring is about guiding, with a sliding scale in 
between. Consulting is focussed on a task, whereas Mentoring focuses on the person. 
Does this mean that a coaching discussion with a team never impinges on tasks, actions 
and delivery? No, but the interaction will be more about helping the team develop  what 
they have to do, rather than issuing instructions.
The PPI programme is based on adult learning models and makes particular reference to 
the finding that adults learn by building on what they already know. This is why topics in 
PPI are introduced in brief outline initially, with more and more detail added each time they 
are revisited. However, it is important never to assume that teams understand any 
particular concept even if they have sat through Days 1, 2 and 3. Try to ask questions and 
let the team explain to you what they understand. This will help you see where you need to 
revert to training mode to reinforce certain ideas that are important to their projects.

General Coaching Principles
The golden rule for coaching PPI teams is never to tell them what to do. Always think of 
guiding, not telling. The art of good coaching is to ask good questions and make positive 
statements. Some examples include…

“how will you know?”
“there may be more than one way of looking at this”
“which tool could you use to clarify the situation?”
“the data might tell you some more”
etc.

Remember that there are two fundamental aims - to solve the problem given to the team 
and to create a continuous improvement environment; i.e. the team members must be able 
to use the 8-Step  Method© again and again, even when you will not be there. Telling a 
team what to do strips them of ownership of the problem and does not enable them to 
learn PPI.

Here are some other general guidelines to use when coaching PPI teams. These relate to 
the feedback that you will give, as a Process Manager, to the teams following the 
presentations by the Spokesperson at the start of Days 2-7. However, the guidelines apply 
to any coaching that you give the teams throughout the projects.
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Coaching Guidelines

1.! Be Positive
Accentuate the good things from the presentation and the project, but resist the 
temptation to criticise the team’s work. The gaps and shortcomings should 
become very obvious as you begin to ask questions, so there is no need to 
highlight them. You should be able to find one really good thing about each 
presentation. This makes the team feel good about their work and sends a 
message to the other team(s) of something that they could emulate.

2.! Get the Other Team’s Comments First
Once the Spokesperson has given the presentation, turn to the other team; they 
know the process and often ask the best questions, so give them a chance to 
speak before you give any feedback.

3.! Double-time
Aim to take twice as long for feedback as the time taken for the Presentation; i.e. 
if the team takes only 10 minutes, aim for 20 minutes of coaching. However, this 
should be limited to a maximum of 40 minutes, even if a team goes over their 
allotted 20 minute presentation time. Each project review should take a 
maximum of an hour; any longer and the other team(s) start to lose interest.

4.! Start at the Beginning
Always go back to the start of their presentation to begin your feedback, even if 
the first few slides have not changed since last time. This helps teams focus on 
the progression through the steps. In particular, make the team state their 
Mission Statement (Step  1) each and every time. This helps them focus on their 
project and, also, reminds the other team what they are working on.

5.! Set High Standards
Make sure that the team are using the correct PPI terminology and everything 
presented is very  clear. This may seem like nitpicking, but we want everyone to 
understand what is being presented. Ask for all acronyms to be explained and 
listed somewhere in the presentation. Insist on the step  number appearing at the 
top of each slide, the tools appearing in the right place and that the language 
used is from PPI (for example 30,000 foot flow chart not a high level view)

6.! Is there a Link from Problem Statement to Goal to Output Metric?
Most teams want to rush off and get started on their project before they have 
really  figured out what it is about. It may seem pedantic, but it is very  important 
to operationally define the Mission Statement to avoid a lot of wasted time later. 
In particular, check that the output metric is a measure of the goal and that the 
goal relates directly to the problem statement.

7.! Does the Logic Build from Step to Step?
There should be a clear progression through the presentation; e.g. the quick 
fixes in Step 3 should be obvious from the flowcharts in Step 2. However, teams 
often get so involved in the detail of applying all the tools that they lose 
perspective on the bigger picture. “What did you Learn?” is one of the best 
questions to make them think about how the logic builds as they solve their 
problem

8.! Fall back on the 8-Step Method
If you or the team are ever in difficulty, refer back to the 8-Step  Method to work 
your way out. This may involve sorting out the different elements of a 
presentation into the correct steps or simply  going back to a previous step to 
clarify things
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9.  Emphasise and Use the Roles
 The PPI roles are very helpful, but teams forget this structure when they  dive 
into the detail. Encourage them to use their roles. In particular, ask the Facilitator 
about where the team is in the 8-steps and what they need to do to move on 
(the Facilitator often gets pulled into the content, whereas they would be more 
useful acting in their role as guide to the process)

10.!Finish by Complimenting and Thanking the Team
Always end on a positive note, even if the team are not as far on as you would 
like them to be. You want to encourage them to work hard at their project, not 
give up. Remember the Ground Rule “Have Fun!”; the coaching should be 
supportive, relaxed and light hearted

Keep these general principles in mind as you guide the teams through the 8 formal PPI 
days and help them navigate through the 8-Step Method©.

Coaching the 8 Formal PPI Days
Most people tend to refer to the first three days of PPI (the imaginatively named Days 1,2 
and 3) as teaching and the remaining days as coaching. However, as a Process Manager 
you will begin coaching before you start teaching - this will be during the initial break-out to 
look at the  teams’ problem statements. As this is your first real interaction with the teams, 
it is important to develop  good coaching habits to set a good tone for the entire project. 
Here are some of the things to expect and plan for in coaching all 8 PPI Days.
PPI Day 1
Learning, practicing and applying good coaching techniques can get the teams off to a 
flying start. There are two main opportunities for coaching on the first day of the projects, 
the initial problem statement review and while the teams are working on their Mission 
Statement at the end of the day.  Let’s look at the two sessions separately.
Once the introductions and context setting are complete, the first thing that the teams will 
do is to write their problem statements on separate flipcharts. This is critical in making the 
teams aware that they have important problems to solve (opening their schemas), in order 
to make them more receptive to the training which follows. Assuming that the Process 
Champion has held their pre-meetings with their respective teams and are now present for 
this part of the day, this should be relatively short (15 minutes). The role of the Process 
Champion is to answer questions about the problem statement and the project in general. 
Your role as Process Manager is to coach the teams, by getting the teams to ask 
questions about the problem statement and the project in general. This is necessary 
because most people in the teams are not thinking deeply about the problem, probably 
because they still have the mind-set that someone else (management) will do this thinking 
for them and that they will be told what to do.
It is good practice to introduce this session by giving examples of both good and bad 
problem statements. However, this does not mean that it is an invitation to start pulling the 
problem statements apart; this should be sorted out prior to the project kick-off. Nothing 
annoys a team more than the Process Manager denigrating their project by attacking their 
problem statement. Any proposed changes should be taken off line with the Process 
Champion and, perhaps the Team Leader. Remember, a good problem statement (almost) 
always results in a good project.
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Finally, the Process Manager must understand the projects, in order to be able to coach. If 
anything is unclear, use this time with the Process Champion to probe where the real 
problem lies, even down to questioning the meaning of the words used; e.g. error could be 
interpreted differently in different situations.
The second opportunity for coaching on Day 1 will be right at the end of the session, when 
the Process Champions return to help the teams with the remainder of their Mission 
Statements (Step  1 of the 8-Step  Method©). The role of the Process Manager is the same 
as in the morning - encouraging good discussion. You will move between the teams, 
listening in on their conversations and asking good questions to move them through the 
various elements of Step 1. Take care not to leap in and assume control. It is better to 
watch the team dynamics and give the facilitator a chance to assume their role.
All teams will start talking about solutions. This is natural and should be expected, but it 
will take up valuable time when they should be operationally  defining the project. 
Encourage them to focus on Step 1 rather than jumping ahead to Step  5 (Finding 
Solutions). Again do this by asking questions, making them realise that they do not fully 
understand what they are being asked to do. Also, watch for any steering by the Process 
Champion.
PPI Day 2
The first substantive business in Day 2 (after agenda review, ice-breaker etc.) is to review 
the mission statements produced at the end of the previous day. Once again, the Process 
Manager will start with coaching, before moving on to teaching the PPI tools and methods. 
Take each team in turn and ask them to explain their project by walking you through the 
mission statement, which should be written up  on the flipchart for everyone to see. Apply 
the 10 General Coaching Principles (see earlier) with the aim of ensuring that the team 
know what they are being asked to do; i.e. do they understand their project? Therefore, it 
is important that you, as Process Manager, understand what the project is all about. Take 
time at the end of Day 1 to review the mission statements and prepare a list of questions 
and comments about each project.
Ask the the team to nominate one person to go to their flipchart and do the talking; this is 
the role of Spokesperson, which will be assigned during Day 2. Often the team leader will  
step up, but that is alright at this stage (someone else will take this role later, not the team 
leader). Their job is easier if you have encouraged the team to use the mission statement 
template in the PPI 2020 book, so that they can structure their review. I do not set any  time 
expectations for the mission statement review, but most teams take less than 5 minutes. 
And I try  to take twice as long in giving my feedback and asking questions. Give the other 
team a chance to comment first; it gets them involved and they often come up with some 
excellent observations.
Once again, the idea is to have the team appreciate that they  have an important problem 
to solve before you begin teaching (open up their schemas and make them receptive to 
the training that follows).
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Some Process Managers invite the Process Champions to attend the first hour of Day  2, in 
addition to their attendance at the start and end of Day 1. I tend not to do this for three 
reasons…

these are usually more senior managers and have busy schedules
they have very little to contribute on Day 2 (if you have done your coaching job 
correctly on Day 1)
I like the team to realise that they are on their own in solving their problem; no 
manager is going to give them the answer

The review of the mission statements takes only about 15 minutes per team but this 
coaching session is really  important in setting the tone for the rest of the day (and the 
entire project for that matter!). However, you will find that the atmosphere is much more 
relaxed on Day 2 compared to Day 1; everyone now knows what to expect, they are being 
involved and the senior managers (Process Champions) are no longer in the room. It helps 
if you can keep things relaxed, positive and fun.
PPI Day 3
At the end of Day 2 you will have set some expectations for the teams for Day 3; they have  
about a week between sessions and need to get working on their projects. One thing you 
will have asked for is a presentation on their progress to be delivered by the 
spokesperson. I am careful not to set time expectations yet (this will come for Day 4), but I 
try to be clear that I want them to review all the parts of the 8-Step  Method that they have 
looked at; this should include the mission statement, the process flowcharts and their data 
collection plan. Most teams will not have come up with any  quick fixes (Step 3), so 
encouraging them to look at this is one of your key aims for this coaching session.
Once again, the project review is the first substantive piece of business for Day 3. 
However, there is a lot to cover on data analysis so take care not to let your coaching take 
too long and eat into your teaching time. Once the spokesperson has finished (they 
usually take 5-10 minutes) and the other team have had a chance to comment, you can 
give your feedback. Start by highlighting the changes to Step 1 (mission statement), but 
focus on the process flowcharts (Step  2). These charts take a long time to produce so that 
is as far as a team gets by Day 3; i.e. they have not thought about what they mean. 
Prompt their thinking by asking questions and making statements about what you see.
I am not bothered whether the spokesperson uses software/projector to present 
(PowerPoint or Keynote) or relies on flipcharts. My main concern is whether the steps are 
visible to everyone, so that everyone is involved and can comment. Often the flowcharts 
are hard to see, so you may need to ask everyone to gather round and then talk through 
each step. This is worth the effort because the flowcharts are the window on the process 
and you want the teams to study them, not just do them and move on.
But Day 3 is about teaching the teams how analyse their data, so take care not to get too 
absorbed in coaching. I like to get all the preliminaries to the day, including the project 
reviews, done so that I can take a break and be back to start on teaching less than an 
hour after the start. This gives me enough time to complete training the material by the end 
of the day.
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PPI Day 4
Day 4 is the first of the so called coaching days, so there is a clue that you will be coaching 
the teams. However, what you do and the way that you do it are exactly the same as in 
previous days, it is just a bit more formalised. For example, I set expectations that I want to 
hear a 20 minute presentation and want to see each PPI step on separate flipcharts or 
slides. However, do not be too disappointed with what you get on Day 4; the teams are 
usually in chaos. Yes, they have had 2 weeks to work on their projects since Day 3 and, 
yes, they have a simple method to follow and, yes, you have given them helpful coaching. 
But the presentation is not usually very good. The teams will have done lots of work 
(hopefully), but they  will not know how to analyse, understand and fit that into the 8-step 
method. That is why you are there to help them.
Some Process Managers (myself included) like to see the team’s presentation for the first 
time during the coaching session. This approach helps make the flow of logic from one 
step to the next more obvious. However, for new Process Managers, I would recommend 
that you request a copy of the presentation at least a couple of days in advance to give 
yourself a chance to review it and prepare a list of questions. It can help to compare the 
presentation to a teaching example; e.g. Urgent Hospital Blood Testing, to let you see 
where everything should fit and what might be missing. Also, it takes time for a Process 
Manager to develop  that sixth sense on data analysis (that chart does not look quite right), 
so it is better to have a look at the team’s data away from the pressure of standing at the 
front of a class.
Your main task on Day 4 is to encourage the teams; encourage them that they are making 
progress, encourage them to stick to the 8-step method and encourage them to think 
about what they are doing (and not simply apply  all of the tools). This is true coaching. And 
a Process Manager can really help  a team without having to tell them what to do. 
However, do not be reticent to revert to training mode if you need to go back and reinforce 
a certain point. This may be, for example, the concept of value added work and waste or 
the difference between common and special cause variation.
Each of the coaching days (Days 4-7) follow the same format. There is an introductory 
piece that takes 15-30 minutes (Ground Rules, Mission & Deliverables, Ice-breaker etc.), 
followed by a review of each project. The spokesperson’s presentation will be around 20 
minutes followed by  40 minutes of feedback and discussion, so about an hour per team. 
The concluding piece (Expectations for the next day, clearing out the Parking Space and 
Wrap-up) usually  take only 15-20 minutes. Therefore, the coaching days are only half days 
and can be under 3 hours if you only have 2 teams.
PPI Day 5
Day 5 is crunch day. If the teams have not pulled themselves out of the chaos evident on 
Day 4, then you need to be more directive and take a more active role in their project. 
There is not a lot of time between Day 5 and the Report Out, so any project that is behind 
needs to be brought back on track quickly. In extreme cases, this may necessitate you 
attending a couple of their team meetings or working separately with the Facilitator; 
whatever is going to help  them be successful. However, it does not mean doing their 
project for them or steering them in any way. And this is often the hardest thing for Process 
Managers; you can see what they  need to do but you cannot do it for them. Otherwise, 
you are just reinforcing the old ways of working and they will never take responsibility for 
their own project.
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The format of the day  is exactly  the same as for Day 4 and you should expect that teams 
are starting to talk about solutions. There is no formal link between the 8 days and the 8 
steps, but it does give you an idea of how far along they should be, so Day 5 equates to 
Step 5, which is Finding Solutions. If you do have a team that is way behind, remember to 
remain positive in your feedback. The benefit of having at least two teams present is that 
they spur each other on, really doing your job for you; i.e. it become obvious to them that 
there is some catching up  to do. If you only have one team, or if all your teams are behind, 
you need to set clear expectations of progress required by Day 6.
The most common reason that teams fall behind is that they are not applying the PPI tools 
and methods. They are trying to solve every  aspect of every problem and get lost in the 
mountain of information and data. It is usually best to go back to the very start and get 
them to think about their mission statement, the problem that they were asked to solve and 
the boundaries to their project. Then they need to narrow down their focus before rushing 
into analysis mode.

What do the flowcharts tell them?
Which part of the process seems to be causing most of the issue?
Where does their fishbone diagram lead them to investigate?
Can they prioritise using the Pareto chart?

Lack of progress may be a sign that the team are not working very well together, maybe 
one team member is inundating the rest of them with masses of data. Therefore, it can be 
helpful to ask the Facilitator about how the team is doing (in following the process).

Is the team meeting twice a week for 2 hours a time (or equivalent)?
Are they using the PPI roles in their meetings?
Is the Scribe issuing agendas and minutes on time?
Have they all agreed to the Ground Rules?
Are they making use of the Parking Space?
Do they have a clear idea of where they are in the 8-step method?

Another cause of chaos within a team could be that they are relying on opinions rather 
than basing conclusions on data. Opinions may very  well be correct, but without the data 
to back them up  not everyone will be convinced, potentially leading to disagreements, 
arguments and factions forming within the team. The data will always tell a story, as long 
as you ask it the right questions. Encourage the team to go back and verify their thoughts 
with data. And this means measuring and analysing process metrics, not simply counting 
quick vote results.
It is difficult to encompass every possible situation that you might encounter with a team in 
a short article. Therefore, you have to rely on the coaching principles, particularly asking 
the good questions and making positive statements to make the team think.
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PPI Day 6
By Day 6 the Report Out is looming and has everyone’s full attention. Therefore, the 
coaching on this day is all about setting the team up for the final 2 weeks of work on their 
project. This is the final push and they need to be clear about what needs to be done. I 
tend to focus on the “story” of the project; i.e. how the logic flows from one step to the next.  
Is it obvious what their project is about, which part of the process is causing the issue, that 
the solutions come from the data analysis? Encourage the teams to take a step  back and 
see the big picture. Most commonly, they will be absolutely lost in the detail at the stage 
and good coaching can help them see how it all fits into place (within the 8 steps).
At the end of each day, you set expectations for the subsequent day. Most of the time, this 
is general advice for all teams. By the time you are ending Day 6, the expectations are 
very  specific for each team to enable them to make as much progress as possible before 
Report Out. Based on your feedback, write up  on the flipchart a personalised list of actions 
and areas to cover for each team.
PPI Day 7
I always try to arrange Day 7 to be the day before Report Out, to keep  the gap between 
the dry run and the actual report to management as short as possible. Therefore, the 
teams do not have time to make major changes to their presentations. The focus should 
be on preparing the spokesperson and the team for the big day, to build confidence, to 
emphasise the key points to make and to anticipate likely questions. Any modifications 
should be relatively minor (unless a team has gone completely off track since Day 6).
Encourage the teams to consider how someone who knows nothing about their projects 
would understand the presentations. This usually entails pruning the amount of information 
to remove any superfluous stuff, editing the slides or flipcharts to highlight the key 
messages and ensuring that the Spokesperson links each step  so that the flow of logic is 
obvious. But we are talking about tweaks, not major re-writes.
Sometimes a team will want to make some changes and then have another run through 
the presentation. That is fine. I am happy to do anything to help make the project 
successful, short of doing the project for them. Therefore, you may need to be more 
flexible with the timings on Day 7.
Report Out
The opportunity to coach the teams has passed by Day 8 but do not miss the chance to 
coach the stakeholders, managers and, particularly, the Process Champions who attend 
the Report Out. I try to get the Spokesperson up and speaking as quickly as possible (to 
minimise their nerves), so keep my welcome and introduction to a minimum; this means no 
more than 5 minutes. Once the (20 minute) presentation is over, invite the rest of the team 
up  to the front to answer questions. It can be quite deflating for a team if no-one can come 
with anything to ask them. This is not because the audience is not interested, simply that 
they are not sure of what sort of questions are permissible. Therefore, it is always a good 
idea to have a few pre-prepared questions from the other team or yourself to get the 
discussion going. As the Process Manager, you will act as master of ceremonies, but be 
careful not to be tempted to answer all the questions yourself; that is not your role and you 
need to let the team respond.
Once all of the projects have been presented, you need to bring the Report Out to a close. 
My approach is to use this time to emphasise key messages about the overall PPI 
programme that I want the leadership  to absorb. This usually includes the message 
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“involve everyone”; i.e. managers need to get themselves on a project team. Another 
common topic is the use of data to generate solutions, rather than opinions and expertise. 
However, I spend most of the time talking directly  to the Process Champions and 
reminding them of their roles in driving the projects to completion. Here is a summary of 
the key points...

Process Champions take full responsibility for project progress
For a minimum of 6 months

Ensure that the Output Metric is plotted every month
Ensure that the Financial Benefits are updated every month
Report these to the Steering Committee every month

Ensure completion of actions through the Implementation and Control Plan
Keep the Team focussed on the Goal
Close the Project as soon as it is complete
Celebrate success!

This closing piece should take no more than 10-15 minutes.
If you have been successful in your coaching role, the project should be nearly  complete, 
the teams will have had fun along the way and they have learned how to run subsequent 
projects without your help. Remember PPI is about solving problems and building a 
continuous improvement culture. So coach, do not tell.

Coaching the 8-Step Method©

In this section, I will look at how to coach the individual steps. There is, inevitably, some 
overlap  and repetition from coaching the 8 formal days (see the previous section), but 
considering this alternative dimension should help Process Managers coach the teams 
more effectively. This section removes the time element, as a team may work on a 
particular step  many time throughout the duration of the project. Therefore, any  review 
should go back to the beginning and look at Step 1 and progress through to Step 8.
The foundation of PPI is the 8-Step Method, so if a team is struggling the best advice is to 
direct them here. And often this is as simple as laying out all the information that they have 
on their project and sorting this into each of the steps. The team needs to be able to see 
the flow from one step to the next, build the logic into a credible story. This is why I 
recommend reviewing the entire presentation, covering all 8-steps, each and every time 
you coach the team. Otherwise it is easy to get lost in the detail and miss the main points.
There is nothing to stop a team going back to a previous step. For example, a team may 
revisit Step  1 and firm up their goal once they have analysed some data to indicate what 
improvement might be possible. There is no formal link between the 8 formal days and the 
8 steps. While you might expect teams to be at Step  4 on Day 4, it would be a mistake to 
focus all of your coaching on a single step. Teams should be thinking about all of the steps 
throughout their project and you need to help them do that by coaching all of the steps on 
each of the coaching days. Once again, it can be helpful to look at the teams’ 
presentations alongside a teaching example; e.g. the Urgent Blood Testing. This can make 
it easier to spot what might be missing.
And let me stress again the importance of data and data analysis. Make sure that the team 
understand that, although they use their opinions and expertise to narrow down, the 
solutions must come from data. Look out for statements like “I think” or “we feel that” and 
be ready to challenge stronger statements such as “we know that”. All conclusions must be 
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backed up  by the data analysis. A quick vote does not produce data (just prioritised 
opinions), data comes from measuring things. Emphasise the difference.
Step 1: The Mission Statement
There is a great tendency to jump straight to solutions. This applies not just to PPI teams, 
but to leadership  and even Process Managers. Therefore, it is critical to coach the PPI 
teams to really understand their problem and what they are being asked to do; this is 
operationally defining their project and it is important that the teams have a good grasp of 
this concept. In particular, this is very important for Step 1…

what are they going to do?
how will they do it?
how will they know when they are finished?

The mission statement operationally defines the project so that the team, the Process 
Champion and everyone else knows what to expect. Dr. Don Wheeler3  is fond of saying 
that if you only have the first part, all you have is the basis for an argument.
The Mission Statement is deceptively simple and many teams end up making the same 
mistakes, so here is one approach to coaching this step and what to look out for.
The most important element in Step  1 is that the Problem Statement4  links directly  to the 
Goal and the Output Metric is a measure of that Goal. Even the most capable teams miss 
this linkage. The problem might be about the time a process takes, but the goal is to 
improve quality. Or often the team include two goals, or have different units for the goal 
and the output metric. Resolve this back to the simple triage of problem, goal and metric.
The next obvious thing to question in Step 1 are the project boundaries. Where does the 
process being studied start and end? Have the team been given too big a problem that 
could be reduced by narrowing the boundaries? Remember that each PPI project is one 
small step the right direction and teams should not be expected to solve world hunger in 
10 weeks.
After having established the scope of the problem, it seems sensible to look at the In-
Process Metrics next. Would they give a deeper understanding of the process or sub  parts 
of that process? Does any data exist or will the team have to collect it from scratch? And 
remember the advice to avoid ratios or percentages, if possible; raw data is usually much 
more meaningful. Any metric listed in Step 1 should be analysed in Step  4, preferably via a 
run or process behaviour chart.
Now question the team on the Resulting In piece of the Mission Statement and the 
Company Level Metrics. The aim here is to make sure that everyone understands the 
importance of the project and how it links back to the overall business goals and targets. 
Teams are not expected to demonstrate a direct link link to company metrics, but they 
should have an appreciation of how solving their problem will benefit the organisation.
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Finally, enquire about the Stakeholders, those people directly  impacted by improvements 
in the process. All stakeholders should be named with their job titles and should be invited 
to the Report Out. Encourage the teams to invite these people as soon as possible.
As I have said earlier, it is not uncommon for teams to revisit Step  1 several times 
throughout the project. For example, they may  not be able to define the goal in terms of a 
number and date at the outset of the project; they may need to analyse some data in Step 
4 before finalising their target.
Step 2: Current Process
Step 2 is all about what is happening at the moment; not what they want to happen or 
even what is written in the procedures, but what happens in the current process (warts and 
all). The key tool for this step, is the flowchart5. The teams should start with the 30,000’ 
flowchart of their process, to gain an overview. This should be between 4 to 7 steps and 
should include times for the individual steps and the total process time. It may include 
value added and waste steps, but this is more commonly left for the 500’ flowchart. The 
key question to ask teams is “what did you learn?”. This can be followed up with “did you 
walk the process?”, “how did the folk in that area respond?”, “what do you intend to do with 
this process insight?” etc.
Process Mapping is an excellent way to make a process visible and drive improvement. 
Once the map  is posted on a wall for everyone to see, everyone starts to ask questions, 
such as “why do we do that?” or “why have we made this so complicated?” or “surely there 
must be a better way?” However, there are pitfalls6 to process mapping which you need to 
help your teams be aware of…

1. Too detailed too early
Start with an overview of the process, the 30,000 foot view. This should be 
mapped in 4-7 steps to allow everyone to understand the process at a glance

2. Not walking the process
It is possible to map a process at 30,000 feet while in a training room, but to get 
down to the 500 foot view it is critical to go and see the process

3. Not involving the people who work in the process
The best ideas usually come from the people who work in the process, who 
face the problems every day. Tell them what you are doing, explain the reasons 
for process mapping and involve them

4. Mapping what you want to see, not the actual process
The real process is usually not the same as the one written into the procedure 
of that exists in the supervisor’s head. You want to understand the current 
process, warts and all.
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5. Not identifying value added and waste steps
The concept of the 7 Wastes is critical to any  improvement program and waste 
should be clearly identified on the map. The usual convention is red for waste 
steps and green for value added. This makes the map even more visual and 
useful

6. Keeping the maps hidden in a computer
Process maps should be about building a common understanding of the current 
situation in order to drive improvement. Therefore the map  must be visual and 
visible – get it posted on a wall where everyone can see it

7. Mapping as an end in itself – failing to drive improvement
There is little point in mapping a process, investing all of that time and effort, if 
no improvements are made. Form a team and task that team with identifying the 
main problems displayed by the process map and then fixing them

The other key part of Step  2 is the Data Collection Plan. This is important as teams need 
to know where they are going to get their data and whether it exists or needs to be 
generated. Check that each of the Output and In-Process Metrics identified in Step 1 are 
included in the Plan.
Step 3: Simplify the Process
Very few teams come up  with quick fixes without some help. The key is to direct them back 
to their flowcharts - what did they learn? Where are the waste steps? Which parts of the 
process seemed to take too long? Most teams spend hours and hours producing the 
flowcharts and only 5 minutes reviewing them. There are always quick fixes, they  just need 
to look for them. I tend to emphasise this point as it encourages teams to take ownership 
of the problem, rather than assuming that they have no power to make any changes. A 
team that proposes some good quick fixes will be much more confident when it comes to 
proposing solutions.
There are general rules for something to qualify as a quick fix…

it is a simple, obvious improvement
needs no authorisation to make the change
must be in place by Report Out

This might include changing the order of the steps; e.g. one team found that a GMP batch 
record went from QC within the cleanrooms out to QA and then back into QC, requiring 
two separate journeys with de-gowning and re-gowning. There was no reason that QC 
could not complete all of their documentation before the batch record went out to QA, but 
no-one had ever questioned the way the process had been set-up. Another common quick 
fix is to remove a pointless approval step. Have you ever sat and watched as someone 
went through a pile of documents, carefully signing each one without reading them? Or it 
might be updating a system to process orders in the late afternoon, rather than waiting 
until the next morning to reduce the delay in responding to customers. Many quick fixes 
remove waste from the process. And this waste is visible on the flowcharts. Therefore, 
there is a logical progression from Step  2 (Current Process) into Step 3 (Simplify the 
Process).
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Step 4: Analyse the Data
The analysis of data is where the team will spend the majority of their time during the 
project and it is probably the most important step  (because this is where the solutions 
come from). It can seem daunting to coach teams, particularly if data is not your forte. 
However, here are a few simple guidelines to help you.
Firstly, know and understand the material. Be able to use each of the the tools and know 
where and when they should be applied. All the PPI tools are simple and can be learned 
by anyone in the organisation, regardless of level; those used in Step 4 include…

Fish-bone diagram
Pareto chart
Histogram
Run chart
Process behaviour chart

Make sure that you have read and re-read both of Don Wheeler’s books7  on variation. 
Teams often miss the distinction between common (routine) and special (exceptional) 
variation in their projects. They may have understood the concept when taught about it on 
Day 3, but struggle to see the relevance when they  get down to work. You can help them 
here, but only if you are comfortable with the material.
Secondly, help  the teams to narrow down before they rush off and start analysing masses 
of data. The project should be just about complete by Report Out, so there is no time for 
wasted (analysis) effort. It is usually a good idea to start Step  4 with a fishbone diagram. 
The teams can then apply their knowledge and experience to narrow down to the part of 
the process that they think is causing the issue. Then they need to collect, analyse and 
report data only  on that part, not everything. I cringe when I se teams generate dozens of 
charts, most of which tell them nothing and will never be used. And do not forget the very 
useful Pareto chart, which is good for pinpointing the area of real concern, particularly if 
taken down to the second, third or further levels.
Thirdly, coach the teams to analyse their data. This is more than simply creating the 
charts; it means interpreting them. But do not do this for them, as they need to learn to do 
it themselves as you will not always be there to help  them. The data will tell its story, but 
very  few people bother to ask it any questions. They are happy to plot a process behaviour 
chart, say, but  miss out the interesting bit of trying to understand what it means for their 
process. Personally, I like team to produce a histogram. This gives a snap  shot in time of 
their process and can highlight that there is more than one process in operation. Here is 
an example of a accounts payable project...
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The simple histogram showed the team that there were two processes, one with a peak 
between 20-29 days and the other at >60 days. The obvious question was “which one did 
the team think that they should be tackling?”. The approaches would probably  be different, 
as there could be both common cause (first process) and special cause (second process) 
variation present.
In the previous section, I suggested that you get hold of a copy of the teams’ presentations 
a couple of days before each coaching session. This is particularly  important for the data 
analysis in Step  4. It is easier to go through their charts ahead of time, rather than try to do 
this while on your feet in front of a class. It take some time to develop  a sixth sense about 
the data analysis.
Step 5: Find Solutions
Step 5 is easy, logical and relatively  quick if, and only if, Step  4 has been done correctly. 
PPI is founded on the belief that solutions come from data analysis, not someone’s 
experience or intuition. Therefore, the transition from Step  4 should be obvious. If a team 
is struggling to come up  with solutions, guide them back to the data analysis and ask them 
more questions about what that is telling them; i.e. what is the story?
You should expect one solution or maybe two; on a good day, I may even accept three. 
However, if the team presents 15 solutions from their project, this is a clear sign that they 
have not understood narrowing principle. The solutions should address the major issue(s) 
in the 20% of the process that is causing 80% of the problem. There is no expectation that 
the team will solve every little problem that they come across. No team should get to 
Report Out with a large number of solutions; it is the Process Manager’s role to coach 
them down to the significant few issues and ignore the trivial many.
Be aware of solutions that come out of nowhere; i.e. there is no apparent link to the data. 
This is usually someone’s preconceived idea about the project. It is a sign that the Process 
Champion or some other manager is steering the team and may require some careful 
diplomacy on your part to take the erratic solution out. But take it out you must because 
this behaviour will undermine the entire PPI programme.
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Step 6: Test the Solutions
Step 6 is the step  that gets the least attention from the team. But it is critical in avoiding 
costly  mistakes. Perhaps they do not understand how to test a solution or think that it is 
obvious how it will work or just run out of time? It is your job to help  them come up with a 
test plan based around the PDSA cycle. Show them how to Plan the test; this could be in 
one small area or for a limited time. Then they  should Do the test, collect data from before 
and after the change was made. Studying how the test went may highlight the need to Act 
on the results by modifying the solution slightly. And the team may need to go round this 
cycle several times until they are sure that the solution will work. Separate tests should be 
carried out for each solution. Point any team that is struggling towards one of the teaching 
examples; e.g. Urgent Blood Tests to see how Step 6 could be done.
Step 7: Standardise the New Process
The teams almost always focus on financial benefits in Step 7, to the exclusion of 
everything else. However, there are other key things that should be addressed…

Benefits - both financial and non-financial
Implementation and Control Plan
Updated flowcharts
Standardised training and communication plan
Updated documentation; e.g. ISO9000
Plot of the Output Metric

Any projected savings that are shown at the Report Out must have been verified by the 
finance department. There is nothing worse than a team presenting their project and 
someone disagreeing with the numbers. As a general rule, I never allow any financial 
discussions at the Report Out (can managers think of nothing else to talk about?). It is 
much better to take these conversations off-line by stating that finance have approved the 
numbers. Hard savings are those that will appear on a financial spreadsheet, soft savings 
are those that may have some financial impact at sometime in the future.
The Implementation and Control Plan is mainly a list of actions required to implement the 
solutions. There should be one person’s name against each action (not two or even a 
department). And the timescales should be in days or weeks not months and years. It is 
not really acceptable that a team takes more than a few weeks to complete everything, or 
this could be a sign that the boundaries are too big or that the team have failed to narrow 
down their project.
Step 8: Future Plans
Step 8 should be an agglomeration of all the ideas and issues that the team came across 
during their project; e.g. things that were outside of their boundaries or too big to tackle in 
10 weeks. Encourage the teams to take this opportunity  to present this “wish list” to the 
PPI Steering Committee. Some of the problems may become PPI projects, some will be 
“just do it” projects. I like to ask a team during Day 2 who will own the Parking Space for 
their project. Someone need to collect and collate all of the various Post-it notes produced 
in the team meetings. If this is well organised, then transferring the issues and ideas onto 
Step 8 is relatively simple.
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Summary
Coaching a PPI team is more demanding (and rewarding) than teaching them the tools 
and methods. It is a skill, so takes time and practice. But I hope that some of the advice in 
this article will help you approach your coaching with more confidence, shorten the 
learning curve and produce better outcomes for you and your teams. Remember that PPI 
has two complementary aims, to solve important problems for the organisation and to build 
a culture of continuous improvement. Coaching is fundamental to both.
The golden rule for coaching PPI teams is never to tell them what to do. Always think of 
guiding, not telling. The art of good coaching is to ask good questions and make positive 
statements. Prepare well for each coaching session. Get hold of a copy of the presentation 
in advance and go through it to prepare a list of questions and observations. Use ice-
breakers to encourage a fun atmosphere. Apply the coaching guidelines, particularly the 
one about being positive at all times. And if a team is experiencing difficulties, go back to 
the 8-step method; think about how the logic builds from step to step.
Every PPI team deserves to be successful and coaching can make the difference between 
a good project and a great one.

Dr. Mike Bell runs Simple Improvement Ltd. a continuous improvement training 
and coaching business based in Scotland. He uses Ed Zunich’s Practical 
Process Improvement (PPI) program to help organisations establish a simple 
continuous improvement system where they can realise quick results and build 
an in-house capability to train and coach their own staff.

www.simpleimprovement.co.uk or e-mail at info@simpleimprovement.co.uk

©Simple Improvement Ltd.                                          www.simpleimprovement.co.uk ! Page 19 of 19

http://www.simpleimprovement.co.uk
http://www.simpleimprovement.co.uk
mailto:info@simpleimprovement.co.uk
mailto:info@simpleimprovement.co.uk
http://www.simpleimprovement.co.uk
http://www.simpleimprovement.co.uk

