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Problems! Problems! Problems! There’s a school of thought that says problems are good. There was a
time when I was on a quest to find a universal problem solving method, process, tool or approach and I
have found that there isn’t one. Good problem solving involves participation of a team of people and
engagement in real time activity based problem solving workshops.

TOPS = Team Oriented Problem Solving

In this series of illustrations I created large 36” X 48” and plotter printed sheets of problem solving steps.
The participants using marker pens and post-it notes activity engage with the information and data as it
unfolds during the course of phases of the problem solving investigation. One of the more obvious
reasons for such a manual way of using poster size paper, post-it notes and marker pens is that it
appeals to the 3 learning styles of: Auditory learning, Visual learning and Kinesthetic learning.

This is the problem solving flow chart model.
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Problem solving model. No matter how complex I get down into creating a problem solving plan I never
forget to ask myself: “does this complete the P.D.C.A cycle? Here I am using a form of DMAIC six sigma
process.

DMAIC = Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve, Control.
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Here we are defining the problem statement and what impact or impacts has it has had to the
organization.
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Sometimes it’s a good idea to capture a SIPOC of the problem. A SIPOC diagram is a tool used by a
problem solving team to identify all relevant elements of a process improvement project before work
begins and to see the scope.

SIPOC = Suppliers Inputs Processes Outputs Customers
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SIPOC example.
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Part of the Define Analyze process is to capture information and data surrounding the problem under
study.
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Map the process using functional flow block diagrams
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During the Analyze phase you look at factors and causal factors.
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Manpower

Cause and effect logic tree using the 5 Whys method. Do the same for the other 5 Ms of Machine –
Material – Method – Measurement. I designed this to scale for the 36” X 48” sheet so that the WHY and
PROBLEM boxes when plotted out on the printer are the size of the 3” X 3” and 4” X 6”” post-it notes.
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Machine
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Material
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Method
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Measurement



14

My own plotter printer sized interrelationship digraph.
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Real example of my digraph in use during allowing a team to systematically identify, analyze and classify
the Driver and Outcome relationships that exist among all critical issues so that those Key Drivers and
Key Outcomes can become the heart of an effective solution.
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Real example of my digraph in use during allowing a team to systematically identify, analyze and classify
the Driver and Outcome relationships that exist among all critical issues so that those Key Drivers and
Key Outcomes can become the heart of an effective solution.
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Improvement plan. Again, this is all manually done with writing it by hand on the plotted sheet of paper.
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This captures specifications that need to be changed. Remember P.D.C.A. If you change something test it
first to make sure that it doesn’t have negative affects for up or downstream processes or your customer’s
processes.
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If you change it how are you going to control it. Who is going to do what? By when? Follow up.
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Recurrence prevention. This is where you fix the system that allow the mistake, error to occur. It may be
updating the PFMEA or upgrading a work instructions, updating or upgrading a control plan or improving
a weakness in design to either eliminate the problem or detect it.
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Lessons learned. Document what you learned about the problem and the experiences solving it and the
countermeasures used. The idea here is to get more better and faster at problem solving so that solving
problems is seen as a failure in design engineering and not a burden.
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Here is a series of sample pictures of this problem solving approach in use during a processing materials
edge trim waste reduction workshop. Again, very much a ‘hands-on’ marker pen to paper approach to
visual problem solving.
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Here is a series of sample pictures of this problem solving approach in use during a materials waste
reduction workshop. Again, very much a ‘hands-on’ marker pen to paper approach to visual problem
solving.

Cont.
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solving.

Cont.
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