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When Projects Go Bad
How to recognise a bad improvement project and what to do to get it back on track

Most of us have been involved, at one time or another, in a bad improvement project. 
Perhaps there was enthusiasm at the start, the team really thought that they could achieve 
something and make a difference. The initial training and, possibly, the first few meetings 
seemed to go well. However that was not enough to translate into a successful outcome. 
More and more folk became sceptical about the project and the whole approach to 
improvement. Maybe you have moved on and that project is just a bad memory or maybe, 
just maybe, you are right in the middle of that project nightmare right now. If that is the 
case, then this article should be of immediate use.

My aim in writing about bad improvement projects is to help  people recognise what is 
going wrong and, hopefully, take action to correct it. However, my ultimate aim is to 
prevent projects going off track in the first place, so I will present a series of tips and tricks 
that I have seen to be effective over many hundreds of projects; much better to start off in 
the right way than have to fix things later.

What Can (and Does) Go Wrong in Improvement Projects?

The following list of project woes represent the most common ways that things go wrong…

1. Projects take too long
2. Training for Trainingʼs Sake
3. Projects not really that Important
4. Pre-determined Solutions
5. Focus on Financial Goals
6. Methods too Complicated
7. Team Problems
8. Lack of Co-operation from other Departments
9. Solutions not Implemented
10. Lack of Time

I shall talk specifically about continuous improvement1 projects; i.e. solving complex 
problems where there is no obvious solution, although many of the topics will also apply to 
projects where the solution is known. The aim with continuous improvement should always 
be to apply the following principles2…

Logical Simplicity
Practical Tools and Methods
Involve Everyone

Also, I will address most of the issues from the Team Leaderʼs point of view, as these are 
the people who suffer most when things go wrong.
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1. Projects take too Long

If you have ever been on a project where some team members have retired or you have 
held one or more birthday parties for the project itself or the team decides to take a break 
from meeting every summer, then these are signs that the project is taking too long. But 
how long is too long? Some organisations set a limit of 3 weeks for any improvement 
project and the bigger the project, the more people that are assigned to work on it. 
However, a more reasonable timeframe is 10-12 weeks. This represents long enough to 
tackle complex problems but not too long to lose focus and/or interest.

So why  would a project take longer than 3 months? The most common reason is simply 
the initial enthusiasm of the project team. Having been presented with a problem to solve 
that is important to the business, the team naturally  wants to solve all aspects of that 
problem. As they delve into the problem, they start to dig up  all sorts of things and produce 
long lists of actions. Some of these actions can be done quite quickly and the team feels 
good - they are making progress. This reinforces the desire to do as much as possible 
and, despite getting some items ticked off, the action list actually grows. The project 
meetings become an exercise in project management, with more discussion about the 
action list than the root cause of the problem.

The second reason for lengthy  projects is simply the lack of a schedule; no end date 
translates into project drift. Although it can seem reasonable just to set a team going and 
working on a problem, this approach turns out to be very  inefficient. Yes, work gets done, 
issues get resolved, but, without the discipline of a target date, meetings start to slip  and 
other priorities take over. Also, the project scope can expand, as above.

The third reason for projects taking too long is the setting of a huge goal. Senior 
management delegate an enormous task to a project team, usually  driven by a need to 
meet some financial target before year end. Faced with such a large project, the team will 
struggle to understand what they are being asked to do and will take weeks or even 
months just discussing the problem and possible ways of tackling it, prior to taking any 
fruitful action. The job of senior management in continuous improvement is to select 
important issues to work on, analyse the available data and then to break the issues into 
bite sized projects to allocate to teams.

In each section I will present tips that have worked to bring projects back on track in the 
past. Perhaps applying one or two of these ideas will be sufficient to help your project?

Tips to fix it…

1. Focus only  on the big issues, aiming to solve the 20% of the problem that 
causes 80% of the hassle

This should lead to one or two solutions (not a list as long as your arm)
Be consistent and try to solve just the problem that you have been 
given
Capture all the peripheral issues and feed them back to management 
but resist the urge to work on everything
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2. Define a schedule including a Report Out to management
The Report Out date should be 10-12 weeks after the start of the 
project
This date may not signify  the end of the project, but having a defined 
date for a status report really motivates the team to complete as much 
as possible by then

3. Break the Project into small, manageable pieces
This may entail breaking up the current project into several phases
Make sure that the team can complete each phase within 10-12 weeks
Consider changing some or all of the team for the different phases
If the goal is really huge, talk to management about establishing 
additional teams to tackle different aspects of the problem

2. Training for Training Sake

Getting everyone trained first is much more common that you might think. It normally 
stems from an enthusiastic management team who recognise the need for continuous 
improvement and they take decisive action by organising lots of training. This is certainly a 
good starting point, but invariably the results are not what was imagined. Without a 
context, in other words a project to work on, the training fails to resonate with the 
participants and retention of the material is generally very low. The premise is usually to 
get everyone trained and improvement is bound to follow. This rarely happens. A good way 
of looking at improvement is as a chain of events where all steps are necessary…

Training Projects Improvements Benefits

The benefits are what management want, but these benefits only come out making 
improvements, which are the result of successful projects and teams cannot run projects 
without training. To assume that training will magically result in benefits is certain to end in 
disappointment.

Some management teams recognise the need to run projects but leave the definition of 
those projects until the training has been completed. This is less than ideal for a couple of 
reasons; firstly, any  gap  between the training and the application of that training will mean 
that people will have forgotten some or all that they  have been taught. Continuous 
improvement is a set of skills that need to be practised in order to be internalised. 
Secondly, and more importantly, the lack of context diminishes the effectiveness of the 
training. A better way is to introduce the project first, along with the importance to 
business, then present the training. In this situation, the training means much more to the 
project team because they know that they have problem to solve and are more receptive 
to being taught problem solving methods.

Finally, I often see training carried out simply to meet some corporate training goal; e.g. 
40% of people trained in continuous improvement by the end of the year. The problem 
here is the corporate goal, measuring the wrong thing. I can hardly fault local management 
teams from reacting to corporate pressure by implementing training courses, but little will 
come out of it. It would be much better to measure outcomes (benefits) and to stress the 
importance of the processes use to achieve those outcomes. There are a number of 
potential pitfalls in the allocation of projects, which we will cover in the next few sections. 
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First, here are a few ideas to realise some improvements and benefits if all you have been 
given is training in continuous improvement.

Tips to fix it…

1. Try to get a team started on an improvement project as soon as possible
Depending on the time lapse since the training course, it may be 
necessary to organise a refresher

2. Define the goal; i.e. the improvement that you want to achieve
This should not be a financial target, see Section 5

3. Projects not Really that Important

This seems a strange idea - why would organisations work on things that were not that 
important to them? Considering the work that will have to go into running a project and the 
incessant squeeze on resources these days, it does not seem logical to focus on trivial 
issues. But it happens all the time. There are three possible reasons; the process for 
selecting projects, the lack of a systems overview and the marginalisation of CI projects.

I like the popcorn analogy for project ideas. At the start of a continuous improvement 
implementation, all of the ideas for projects come from the management team. They put a 
lot of energy in to get the program started but, like the corn kernels, nothing happens 
initially. A few projects are run successfully and management put more and more energy 
into continuous improvement. After a while an idea pops up from within the organisation, 
just like a single corn kernel popping. More energy and, like the corn popping, more ideas 
start to emerge from different places. Eventually, ideas start popping up  from all over the 
place and management can even stop applying their energy, like taking the corn off the 
heat, and the ideas will continue to pop  up. The culture of continuous improvment has 
become embedded in the organisation.

Therefore, it is critical that management pick the right projects, as they will be driving the 
program for a long time before the rest of the organisation starts coming up with ideas for 
improvement. However, most management teams are inexperienced at picking projects 
and fall into the trap  of brainstorming project lists or reacting to the latest customer 
complaint. The real danger is that projects produced in this way may not be that important. 
A better way of selecting projects is to review the strategy and key metrics and look for 
gaps between current performance and where the organisation would like to be. Examples 
might include waiting times too long, inventory too high, time for customers to pay is too 
long, complaints too high, staff retention too low etc. The key role of management is then 
to break down that large problem, say complaints too high, into a bite sized project that the 
team can tackle in 10-12 weeks, say complaints from a particular group  of customers is 
too high. Alternatively, the management team could ask their customers what problems 
they experience in dealing with your organisation - the answers might be very illuminating.

Secondly, the lack of a systems overview regularly generates unimportant projects. 
Assuming that a problem has been selected in the right way, from gaps in metrics, it is still 
possible to initiate a project that is not really  all that important. This comes from a failure to 
see the entire system. Theory of Constraints3  states that there will be one or more key 
bottlenecks and, unless you are working on those bottlenecks, there may be little 
improvement in the overall system despite what looks like a good local improvement (sub-
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optimisation). This is all too common because of the vertical way that we see our 
organisations; i.e. separated into functional departments rather than horizontally along the 
flow of work. What seems like a good idea in one department may be of little overall 
benefit and, worse, could cause chaos for departments further down the line.

Finally, projects that are not really  very important can be caused by marginalisation of the  
program. Initiating continuous improvement creates a challenge for management. They 
have to change from their normal mode of operation (management fixes problems) to one 
where they are much less comfortable (management present workers with the 
environment to solve problems). The old command and control model needs to change to 
one of in command but not in control (of every last detail). Many managers find this hard to 
accept. One way out is to marginalise continuous improvement; i.e. find projects that can 
keep teams busy but are not really critical to the organisation. That way managers can 
point to a continuous improvement program as evidence of their willingness to embrace 
new ideas, but nothing really changes in the way that they  operate. The projects get done 
in marginal time, lunchtime or the evenings, because the important job of getting the real 
work done is still performed in the same way. Project teams quickly realise that the project 
is something that they need to do in addition to their normal role and experience huge time 
pressure to fit everything in. Also, the relative unimportance of the project fails to motivate 
them, particularly if they would need to work long into the evening on the continuous 
improvement stuff.

A barometer of how willing an organisation is to accept the continuous improvement way of 
solving problems is to watch what happen with the really  big issues. Faced with something 
mission critical do the management team…

operationally define the problem4

1. what do you want to do?
2. how do you want to do it?
3. how will you know when you have done it?

set-up  a team to work on the problem using the continuous improvement 
method
take care not to allocate a financial target to the team
assign a senior manager to champion the team
ensure that the team is not steered in any way
encourage the team to examine the current process and talk to the people 
involved in that process
have confidence that the data analysis will provide the solutions
check that the team has tested their solutions prior to full scale implementation

or do they act in the old way; i.e. shut themselves in a meeting room and emerge some 
time later with the “solution” along with a list of actions for everyone?

The people within an organisation will quickly  get a sense of whether the management 
team are serious about continuous improvement. Do they  apply the method to all 
problems, regardless of size and importance, or do they marginalise the program and 
delegate only the less important issues to be worked on by project teams? Maybe the 
issue is so big that the senior management team are the only ones who should be working 
on it. This can easily  be the reality. However, the question remains the same - do they form 
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a team and use the continuous improvement method or do they use their “experience and 
intuition” to produce a solution?

Tips to fix it…

1. If assigned to a marginal or unimportant project, do not spend much time on it
Use the method, derive the solutions from the data but prioritise, 
prioritise, prioritise on the 20% that is causing 80% of the hassle
Be realistic with your team; it is a small project but still a useful learning 
environment

2. Ask where the project came from and how it links to the overall strategy and 
goals of the organisation; perhaps the project could be expanded in scope to 
encompass something that everyone was bothered about and wanted fixing?

3. Clarify the metric that the team is supposed to be improving; hopefully, this will 
come from the organisationʼs Balance Scorecard of metrics

You want to make the point that the project should be linked to one of 
the vital few metrics that matter to the organisation
Check that improving the metric will benefit the entire system, not just a 
small part

4. Pre-determined Solutions

Continuous improvement methods should be applied to complex problems where there is 
no known solution. This is quite distinct from just do it projects where the ways and means 
of carrying it out are clear; this type of project becomes an exercise in project management 
and there is seldom any training involved. Management teams usually  formulate projects 
with pre-determined solutions through inexperience. In their efforts to help  the team along, 
they write the problem statement for the project in such a way that it contains an 
embedded solution. This may have been done with the best intentions but the end result is 
never good; in fact, presenting a continuous improvement team with a pre-determined 
solution always ends in disaster.

Consider the following problem statement presented to a continuous improvement team…

“the complaints system is manual, hard to get data out and inconsistent between sites”

What do you think the project team will do? They will probably propose an automated 
system as that is suggested by the problem statement.

How about this problem?

“large customers are not respecting the payment terms 
so the accounts receivables (days) is too long”

The team just needs to implement a system to alert when payment is late and action 
someone to deal with problem customers. This is not a good CI project.

The best problem statements to give a project team are concise and only state the 
problem. This often requires considerable discussion within the management team well in 
advance of the project kick-off. Looking at the first problem - are the complaints too high or 
is it simply the administration of the complaints system that is at issue? For the second 
problem - a better problem to present to the team might be “the accounts receivables 
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(days) is too long”. Giving a team a good problem statement increases the chances of a 
successful project dramatically.

Also, the birth of a continuous improvement program is often seen as a vehicle to get 
things done that have been on the back burner for some time, maybe years. The CI 
program is getting attention and resource so why not use that to get a long standing 
problem fixed? This seems sensible. However, the team will quickly realise that they do 
not have any scope to apply  the tools that have been learned, but are expected to rubber 
stamp someone elseʼs solution. This does not encourage a culture of problem solving.

There is an interesting distinction here between a manager knowing a solution and 
thinking that they know the solution. Either situation causes real issues within the project 
team but in different ways. In the first instance, where the solution is pre-determined, this 
shuts down the creativity  of the team (as above). In the second instance, there is a very 
real possibility that the team will follow the method, analyse the data and come up  with a 
different solution from that desired by the manager. I have seen this happen several times. 
Each side is quite sure of their solution and attempts to discredit the alternative. What 
ensues is a very unhelpful (and occasionally bitter) discussion that creates animosity and 
impedes progress. Usually, the project team wins out simply because they can show the 
logic behind their solution but this means that the manager loses face; never a good 
situation. The program or the method gets blamed but the real issue lay with the pre-
determined solution.

Tips to fix it…

1. If you suspect that the solution to your project has been pre-determined, 
discuss this with the manager up front

Either gain agreement that the solution coming out of the data analysis 
will be the one to be implemented or change the type of project to just 
do it

2. Try to have the problem statement for the project reworded to remove any 
embedded solution

5. Focus on Financial Goals

Many companies first embrace continuous improvement because of a need to reduce 
costs. This is good as it represents definite progress from the old means of improving 
productivity; i.e. getting rid of people. However, care needs to be taken as to how cost 
reduction is approached. Continuous improvement is not suitable whenever drastic action 
is required, costs need to be slashed and cash conservation is critical; the atmosphere of 
fear in this situation forces people to retrench into thinking about themselves (what 
happens to my job?) and stifles any creative problem solving. CI can be applied very 
successfully  to cost reduction but the golden rule is never give a team a financial target 
(although they should be reminded constantly that the ultimate aim of process 
improvement is to drive down costs and increase customer satisfaction). This appears to 
be an oxymoron - focus on cost but do not give the team a goal of cost reduction. Letʼs 
explore a couple of reasons as to why this is important.

Firstly, focusing on cost reduction invariably increases costs. Cutting costs translates into 
cutting out some part of the process. In the past, the first thing to be cut was jobs and 
many organisations even now never go past this as a solution. The issue here is that, 
without changing the process, the work stays the same for less people, who end up cutting 
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corners, impacting quality. Other alternatives include freezing recruitment, banning 
overtime, reducing testing or sourcing cheaper raw materials from China. This may result 
in apparent cost reduction within a particular department but the system costs will go up, 
most commonly from increased failure demand (returns, rework, complaints etc.). The job 
of management is to analyse why the costs are too high and relate that to a suitable 
problem statement to give to a project team; e.g. scrap  is to high, waiting times are to long, 
output is too low, working capital tied up in inventory is too high etc. Process improvement 
will lead to reduced costs but reducing costs will rarely improve the process.

The second reason to avoid a financial target is that it really constricts the project team. 
Rather than reviewing the process and analysing the data in order to define improvements, 
the team focus on money. This distorts their entire view of the project; their thinking is 
confined to cutting not improving. They  can become nervous about suggesting anything as 
they might get blamed for any job  reductions and often waste a lot of time focussing on 
costs from other departments. Sub-optimisation or local cost reduction that increase the 
overall costs becomes a real danger. In addition, a team with a financial target will do 
anything to meet it. This can generate all sorts of games and unhelpful behaviours as they 
play with the numbers to show that the target has been met. Worse still, the team may not 
stretch themselves if they hit a number too easily. As an example, a team given a target of 
a £10,000 saving will stop when they reach £10,000 even though the project had the 
potential to deliver £20,000.

Tips to fix it…

1. If you are presented with a cost reduction project, try to have it reframed as an 
improvement project

Improving the process flow or reducing complaints etc. will afford cost 
reductions
This means that the metric for the project should be measuring the 
process not the financial impact

6. Methods too Complicated

Of all the potential reasons for a project to get off track, this is the one that I get most 
stoked up  about. Why oh why do we seem to think it necessary  to over-complicate things? 
I am constantly  amazed at what can be achieved through the application of very simple 
improvement tools, but most organisations do not stop  there. They continually add more 
and more tools, new and exciting methods, alternative ways or reporting results; all of 
which stifles improvement rather than accelerating it. Remember the aim of continuous 
improvement - everyone continually  improving the work that they do, getting better every 
day. The key word here is everyone; everyone should be taught the continuous 
improvement methods and tools and be expected to use them. This will not and cannot 
happen if things are too complicated.

The allure of new tools can be irresistible. Enthusiastic people, newly acquainted with 
continuous improvement, can collect dozens of tools before really  understanding what it is 
that they and everyone else really needs. The internet is culpable in this respect, making 
information so readily accessible that it seems like the right thing to do to collect all that is 
available and share it with the rest of the organisation. However, as Albert Einstein once 
said…

“information is not knowledge”
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Often people will go to great lengths to assimilate great collections of tools, write detailed 
descriptions of each of them and store them on internal computer networks. This usually 
leads to confusion, simply because…

no-one has been trained in all the tools
it is unclear when to use each tool
the tools are too complicated.

Unfortunately, I have to admit that consultants often fuel this fire, introducing organisations 
to a plethora of tools when a few simple ones would have done the job. Perhaps this is to 
demonstrate their credibility as a tool expert or simply  to gain more business from the 
ensuing confusion, but it is usually unhelpful.

The general principle in adult learning is that people learn by building upon what they 
already know. Therefore, introducing complicated tools into an organisation that has little 
current knowledge of continuous improvement will not lead to favourable results; i.e. no-
one will retain any of the learning and they will not be able to use it. For example, it is a 
common scenario to see Value Stream Mapping being taught to a group with little 
experience of process improvement and the result is that most people really struggle to 
grasp the concepts and apply them. If your organisation is new to continuous improvement 
and has started with Value Stream Maps, ask yourself who has drawn the maps that are 
displayed on the wall. My guess is that they will all have been drawn by  the lean consultant 
and very  few people will be able to explain them. Now, do not misunderstand me - I am a 
great fan of Value Stream Mapping as it gives a great overview of the process and can 
really  help in identifying the priority areas for attention. However, I believe that an 
organisation should progress to Value Stream Mapping via a bridge of simple process 
flowcharts.

One of the most commonly  overcomplicated areas is that of statistics. Most people in the 
world hate statistics; they did it at school and never understood it. They may have done a 
class at college and never understood it. There may have been several courses organised 
at work but these were completely incomprehensible as well. They fear the numbers and 
the analysis that is so critical to continuous improvement, but it need not be this way. 
People generally  hate statistics because of the way that it was taught and the material that 
was covered. Most trainers presenting statistics courses are in the tiny minority of folk who 
love the subject. Therefore, they fall into the trap of trying to cover too much and 
overcomplicating things. The key is to keep statistics simple.

It is essential in continuous improvement to be able to analyse data. In particular, this 
means being able to differentiate between common and special cause events; stable 
processes exhibit variation due to natural or common causes. Unstable processes usually 
have a single assignable reason, a special cause. Mixing these two up and making 
changes thinking that there is only common cause variation when special cause is present 
or vice versa can make the situation much worse, rather than better. As an example of the 
difference, letʼs say that my commute time to work is 20 minutes. However, this process 
has variation and, depending on whether I catch the traffic lights at red or green, or it is 
sunny rather than raining, and a whole host of other reasons means that my journey time 
can vary  between 17 and 25 minutes. This is common cause variation. However, if there is 
an accident or I have a flat tyre, then my journey will take a lot longer than 25 minutes; 
these are special causes.
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Fortunately, there are very  simple methods of being able to distinguish between common 
and special causes. The control chart was introduced by Walter Shewhart in the 1920ʼs 
but , regrettably, most managers to this day cannot use this essential tool.

3
Sigma
Units

Center Line

Three Sigma Limit

Three Sigma Limit

A Control Chart
A Process that is Unstable, displaying

 Special Cause variation

Special Cause 

variation

Shewhartʼs work has been simplified further by Dr. Don Wheeler5  into the Process 
Behaviour Chart and is used by Ed Zunich6  in his PPI (Practical Process Improvement) 
program. All that is required is some very simple arithmetic to construct a Process 
Behaviour Chart and the steps to analyse the results can be understood by everyone. 
There is no need to explain the complex mathematical statistics that lie behind this 
method, any more than it is necessary to understand the internal combustion engine 
before driving a car. The important point is that the chart always works and can be used by 
everyone. Further, there is no need to teach all of the other possible charts, such as np, c 
or u charts; leave these to the statistics geeks.

The discussion on why statistical tools should be kept simple leads me onto my preference 
for simple systems7. Six Sigma is not a simple system. It takes 5 months to train as a Six 
Sigma Black Belt and by that stage no-one else in the organisation has a clue what you 
are talking about. I am sure that there are instances where Six Sigma is the perfect 
system; it is just that I have yet to find any. Most problems can be solved using very  simple  
data analysis without resorting to process capability calculations. Another unfortunate 
problem with six sigma is that the incessant focus on statistics of the process tends to stifle 
innovation. Also, I have a hard time accepting that a six sigma limit is economically viable 
for most processes except the very high volume manufacturing ones. A three sigma limit 
would suffice in most cases.
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Lean is not a simple system. In fact, many of the principles in lean are counter-intuitive and 
take people years to internalise and accept (usually after having been shown 
experimentally that it works). It is a great system, just a tough one to introduce to an 
organisation with little experience in continuous improvement. Other barriers, which some 
people never get over, include the use of Japanese terminology and the obvious roots in 
high volume automotive assembly. Some companies make the decision to go for lean and 
accept that they will have to rely on external lean consultants for a long time, probably 
years, before the internal capability has been built up enough to drive the program.

There is a better way - start with a simple but extremely powerful system like PPI (Practical 
Process Improvement), developed by Ed Zunich8 and based on these principles…

Logical simplicity
Practical tools and methods
Involve everyone

PPI is team based problem solving using the 8-Step Method© 

There is no need to use methods that are too complicated; much more effective results will 
be realised using simple tools within a structure that everyone can understand and use. 
This encourages innovation and allows teams to maintain a focus on customers.
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Tips to fix it…

1. If you are given a continuous project to work on, try to adopt a simple method
The 8-Step Method© in PPI is a great place to start
Add more complex tools, such as those from lean, only  when everyone 
has a good grounding in continuous improvement

2. Avoid diving in applying various improvement tools
Tools without a process will seldom be effective

3. Make sure that the team understands the data analysis
Pareto charts, Histograms and Process Behaviour Charts should suffice

7. Team Problems

Continuous improvement is a people program. It is often categorised along with 
productivity  or financial initiatives, but the real essence is giving people the ability to solve 
their own problems. However, team dynamics can give you problems when running a 
project, which you need to be aware of and know if and when to intervene. Symptoms 
might include in-fighting, the wrong people on the team, people not pulling their weight, 
difficult to reach consensus and things generally taking too long.

The aim of continuous improvement is not team building, an internal focus; it has to be 
external to the team, such as improving profit. More often than not, the teams gel and work 
together very effectively, but that it not the purpose - the purpose is to solve an important 
problem for the organisation. However, an understanding of the stages of team growth9 
can help…


Team leaders get particularly anxious if the team starts fighting and quarrelling, but this 
may just be one of the necessary stages of team growth (storming). In fact, it is often a 
good sign that the team cares enough to get emotional. Also, this chaotic phase, where 
people are questioning everything, is when the best ideas often pop up; your job  a team 
leader is to ensure that these ideas are not lost in the rancour.
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There are times when healthy discussion boils over into unhealthy dispute and you need 
to step  in to prevent irrevocable breakdown in relationships. I have seen old disputes flare 
up  again given the stage of an improvement team meeting. Therefore, not all of the in-
fighting relates to the particular project or team, but it still has to be stopped at an 
appropriate point. Your job  is much easier if you have had the foresight to recruit a 
facilitator10  onto the team, as that person should have laid down a set of Ground Rules at 
the start. Maintaining order is simply a matter of referring back to these rules (although you 
may still need to deal with warring factions outside of the meeting).

Team Leaders often having a nagging suspicion that they have been allocated the wrong 
people for their team. This is true if there are more than 5-7 people present; teams 
become committees beyond this point and their effectiveness drops dramatically. However, 
the key thing is that the team is made up the people facing the problem, not the supervisor 
or manager who is one step removed. This ensures an in-depth knowledge of the process 
being worked on. However, I would always include one or two people from outside the 
area or department and their function is to avoid group think by  asking the stupid 
questions that, on reflection, are not so stupid.

The issue of people not pulling their weight on a team is usually a process problem, not a 
problem with that particular individual. If the team has been allocated roles and the tasks 
within the project have been broken down and organised (the job of the team leader), it is 
extremely clear what is expected from everybody. Peer pressure is usually  sufficient to 
bring anyone who slacks back into line. Unfortunately, much more commonly, people do 
not contribute fully because they have too many other things to do; this is a management 
issue which we will come to in the final section.

Difficulty reaching consensus is a common worry  during a team project, but this usually 
disappears once the data analysis has been completed. The solutions should be clear 
from the data, as long as you have prioritised correctly and are focussing on the 20% of 
the problem that causes 80% of the hassle. Poor consensus means that you need to go 
back and review the data (not get caught in some endless discussion about who is right). 
Try to avoid compromises, where everyone feels as if they have lost out, and aim for 
consensus, where everyone can live with the outcome.

The final issue of things taking too long is probably down to the team leader (assuming 
that the project has been trimmed back to an appropriate size). A  project is a fast paced 
environment and the team leader needs to be organised, delegate tasks to the team and 
keep everyone on track. There will be many team meeting throughout the life of a project, 
so make sure that these are run as efficiently as possible. Do not engage in lengthy 
debates about anything; capture the point and move on. What seems like a major issue 
now will be much less significant in a few days time. Also communicate much more than 
you think is necessary, just to keep  everyone up  to the pace and avoid any  pointless 
repetition. The single most helpful thing in keeping things progressing is a schedule with a 
Report Out to senior management.
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Tips to fix it…

1. Do not panic at the first sign of in-fighting
It is probably the Storming phase of team growth
Be sure to have recruited a Facilitator to help you
Have everyone agree to abide by a set of Ground Rules

2. Trim the team to the ideal size of 5 to 7 people (plus the facilitator)
ask for replacements if the people working on the process are not on 
the team
the manager or supervisor are too far removed to know the process 
intimately so are not the best people to be on the team

3. Be organised and organise the team
allocate roles
focus on the 20% of the problem that is causing 80% of the hassle
set a schedule, including a Report Out date

4. If the team cannot agree on the solutions go back and review the data

8. Lack of Co-operation from Other Departments

It can be hard to accept that your project, your baby, is not seen as important by other 
people, particularly those in other departments. If this happens, it is critical to ask yourself 
why, to see it from their point of view and consider what is in it for them. The normal 
reaction is that they  expect to get more work to do for no benefit to themselves. Would this 
be true? Or have they not understood what the project is all about and why they should get 
excited about it?

There are a number of problems that we have already discussed that compound to create 
apparent disinterest in others…

the project is taking too long and everyone has lost interest
the project is just not important to the organisation
they see it as a cost reduction effort and are worried about their own jobs
it is too complicated and they do not understand what you are doing

Let us assume that the lessons from previous sections have been accepted and those 
problems resolved, but the other departments are still not responding - what do you do? 
Once the lack of co-operation gets to this stage, it is beyond the teamʼs responsibility  to fix 
it. It is necessary to have a senior manager involve themselves and resolve the issues. 
This is much easier if you have a champion for the project, as that person will be 
supporting the team and will understand that part of their role is to break down barriers that 
impede the teamʼs progress.

Tips to fix it…

1. Enter into a dialogue with the other departments and try to see things from their 
point of view

communication is extremely important
2. Ensure that a senior manager is assigned to the team as champion
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9. Solutions not Implemented

There is nothing annoys and frustrates a team more than realising that their solutions are 
not being implemented and not being told why. This is inexcusable and really is a waste of 
everyoneʼs time. Gaining volunteers for the next round of improvement projects will be 
difficult, if not impossible. However, this malaise is much more common that you might 
imagine; here are some possible reasons…

the project team has come up with so many actions that it becomes impossible 
to do them all
the timescales for completing the actions is months not days or weeks
the project was not that important to begin with
others suspect that the solutions are not the right ones
office politics that you do not understand

The responsibility for implementing the actions should not be with the team, but picked up 
by the champion. This person should be in a position with the organisation to make sure 
that important actions get completed and that the benefits from the project are realised. 
However, it will probably still require the team leader to keep pushing the champion in 
order to make it all happen.

Tips to fix it…

1. Ensure that a senior manager is assigned to the team as champion

10. Lack of Time

By far the biggest complaint that I hear from project teams is a lack of time. They struggle 
to find time to attend training, run team meetings and do their project work, all of which is 
in addition to their normal jobs. This is not a team issue, it is a management issue; 
insufficient preparation to backfill the people who will be on the teams. If someone planned 
to be away for 2 weeks on holiday, the manager would make arrangements for cover 
during that period. I would expect the same type of preparation for someone who will be 
part of a continuous improvement team, but it rarely  happens. This has three potential 
downsides…

the project is not done as well as it could be
the day job suffers
other people see the hassle and extra work involved with being on a team and 
are reticent to volunteer for subsequent projects

The net effect is to take a potentially very positive project and culture change and diminish 
the effect through a simple lack of planning.

There is no denying that it takes time to run a continuous improvement project, often 
significant time over the 10 week lifetime of the project. This should be seen as an 
investment for the future. The training is normally only attended once yet participants 
retain the skills to run multiple projects from that point onwards. Also, running projects 
once people have already been trained takes much less time, down from weeks to only a 
few days, even to a few hours. The time invested in the initial training can be leveraged 
over and over again.
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Occasionally I hear people question the cost of the external consultant to perform the initial 
training. This is the smallest cost, especially when compared to the time invested by the 
project teams. However, this is missing the point; if the organisation needs to improve (and 
I have yet to see one that doesnʼt) how do you plan to do it? If continuous improvement is 
not the best choice, what would replace it with? Run correctly, the initial projects would pay 
back the investment in the external consultant many times over, so if cost is a real 
pressure, the best approach is to pick a program that can be internalised quickly. Train 
people within the organisation to teach and coach the program and use external 
consultants only for occasional guidance and evaluation.

Tips to fix it…

1. Make sure that the managers of the team members have planned to cover the 
time spent on the project

they will not think of this, so you will need to help them
2. Pick a continuous improvement program that can be internalised quickly; i.e. 

develop in-house  trainers/coaches and facilitators

Conclusions and Recommendations

The following list of tips to fix problem projects, extracted from the 10 sections in this 
article, will also go a long way to preventing problems in the first place. This could be used 
as a check-list prior to the start of a new project.

1. Focus only  on the big issues, aiming to solve the 20% of the problem that 
causes 80% of the hassle

2. Define a schedule including a Report Out to management
3. Break the Project into small, manageable pieces
4. Try to get a team started on an improvement project as soon as possible
5. Define the goal; i.e. the improvement that you want to achieve
6. If assigned to a marginal or unimportant project, do not spend much time on it
7. If the project seems to small, ask where the project came from and how it links 

to the overall strategy  and goals of the organisation; perhaps the project could 
be expanded in scope to encompass something that everyone was bothered 
about and wanted fixing?

8. Clarify the metric that the team is supposed to be improving; hopefully, this will 
come from the organisationʼs Balanced Scorecard of metrics

9. If you suspect that the solution to your project has been pre-determined, 
discuss this with the manager up front

10. Try to have the problem statement for the project reworded if it includes any 
embedded solution

11. If you are presented with a cost reduction project, try to have it reframed as an 
improvement project

12. If you are given a continuous project to work on, try to adopt a simple method
13. Avoid diving in applying various improvement tools without a structure to follow
14. Make sure that the team understands the data analysis
15. Do not panic at the first sign of in-fighting (this may be the storming phase)
16. Trim the team to the ideal size of 5 to 7 people (plus the facilitator)
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17. Be organised and organise the team
18. If the team cannot agree on the solutions go back and review the data
19. Enter into a dialogue with the other departments and try to see things from their 

point of view
20. Ensure that a senior manager is assigned to the team as champion
21. Make sure that the managers of the team members have planned to cover the 

time spent on the project
22. Pick a continuous improvement program that can be internalised quickly; in-

house  trainers/coaches and facilitators

Finally, remember that a bad project is better than no project at all and most bad projects 
can be brought back on track. Start with simple tools and methods and progress to greater 
sophistication as your organisation gains experience and confidence with continuous 
improvement.

Dr. Mike Bell runs Simple Improvement Ltd. a continuous improvement training 
and coaching business based in Scotland. He uses Ed Zunichʼs 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
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