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Executive Summary 

Organisations face problems every day, yet many continue to rely on reactive "firefighting" rather 

than systematic problem-solving. While quick fixes may temporarily restore operations, they 

often fail to address the underlying causes, allowing the same issues to resurface repeatedly. 

Mastering Structured Problem-solving provides a practical approach to moving beyond reactive 

firefighting, identifying the real causes of recurring problems, and creating sustainable 

improvements. 

 

This ebook guides readers through the complete problem-solving journey, beginning with an 

exploration of why traditional approaches often fail in projects and operations. It emphasises the 

importance of understanding the process before attempting solutions, clearly defining the 

problem, collecting objective evidence, and distinguishing symptoms from true root causes. 

 

Readers will learn how standards, documentation, and well-defined procedures create a stable 

foundation for effective analysis and continuous improvement. The ebook also introduces key 

concepts such as process variation, data-driven decision making, and the role of organisational 

culture in achieving sustainable results. Real-world industry examples and case studies 

demonstrate how structured methodologies consistently outperform reactive approaches. 

 

A central feature of the book is the DAXS (Define, Analysis, Execute, Sustain) Methodology, a 

practical framework that integrates structured analysis with continuous improvement principles. 

Combined with the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle, the methodology provides organisations 

with a repeatable process for identifying problems, implementing effective solutions, and 

preventing recurrence. 

 

Rather than focusing on assigning blame, this ebook promotes a systems-thinking mindset that 

recognises most organisational problems originate from weaknesses in processes rather than 

individual performance. By strengthening processes, standardising successful improvements, 

and embedding continuous learning into daily operations, organisations can improve quality, 

reduce costs, increase efficiency, and build long-term operational excellence. 

 

Whether you are a project manager, engineer, quality professional, operations leader, or 

continuous improvement practitioner, this ebook provides practical guidance, proven 
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methodologies, and actionable tools to transform problem-solving from a reactive activity into a 

strategic organisational capability. The result is greater clarity, stronger decision-making, and 

sustainable business performance through effective root cause analysis and structured 

continuous improvement. 
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Chapter 1: Start With the Standard - Where Real Problem-solving 

Begins 
 

If you have ever been handed a problem without a clear definition, scope, or understanding of its 

underlying cause, you are not alone. 

 

Most problems in projects and organisations are not dramatic failures or obvious crises that bring 

operations to a halt. More often, they are recurring process issues—small deviations that 

gradually erode performance, increase costs, affect quality, and frustrate teams. 

 

The difference between reactive teams and high-performing organisations is often not 

intelligence or effort. It is structure. 

 

And effective problem-solving starts with one simple principle: 

Before you fix anything, understand what “normal” is supposed to look like. 

 

The Most Overlooked Question: What Is the Standard? 

Every organisation operates on documented intent. That intent may live in: 

• A work instruction 

• A safe work method statement 

• An SAP workflow 

• A process control plan 

• A quality manual 

• An ISO-aligned system 

 

If there is a problem, it must relate to one of two realities 

1. The standard was not followed. 

2. The standard itself is flawed. 

Without a documented baseline, there is no such thing as deviation. And without deviation, there 

is no clearly defined problem—only opinions. 

This is where many teams go wrong. They trade symptoms: 

• “Communication is bad.” 
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• “That department always causes delays.” 

• “The operator made a mistake. 

• “The system isn’t working.” 

 

But none of these statements defines a problem. They describe frustration. 

 

The Deming Principle: Study Before You Act 

The foundation of structured problem-solving can be traced to quality pioneers such as W. 

Edwards Deming and the Plan–Do–Study–Act (PDSA) cycle. While Plan–Do–Check–Act (PDCA) 

is widely used, Deming emphasised “Study” because it places learning and understanding at 

the centre of improvement. 

 

Study means looking beyond the immediate problem. It means understanding variation, 

questioning assumptions, and approaching problems with curiosity rather than blame. 

- You cannot improve what you do not understand. 

- You cannot understand what you have not studied. 

- And you cannot study something without evidence. 

 

Evidence Over Assumption 

One of the most dangerous behaviours in organisations is collecting data to prove someone 

wrong. 

 

True problem-solving does not begin with 

• “Who did this?” 

• “Which team failed?” 

• “Who is responsible?” 

It begins with: 

• What exactly happened? 

• Where did it happen? 

• When did it happen? 

• How often does it happen? 

• Compared to what standard? 
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In Lean thinking, practitioners refer to going to the “gemba”—the real place where work 

happens. Not the meeting room. Not the email chain. The actual process 

- Stand at the production line.  

- Observe the workflow.  

- Review the documented procedure.  

- Compare reality to the standard. 

- Only then can you see variation 

 

Variation: The Hidden Signal 

Variation is not failure. Variation is information. 

 

Consider a process that averages 120 weeks to complete a project. On paper, that seems stable. 

But if some projects finish in 40 weeks and others in 150 weeks, the average hides instability. 

 

The real issue is not the average. The issue is inconsistency. 

 

Variation tells you: 

• The process is not being followed consistently. 

• The inputs differ. 

• The capability differs. 

• Or the system is not robust enough. 
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Structured problem-solving shifts focus from people to process. People follow systems. If the 

system allows variation without control, the system needs examination. 

 

 

 

Blame the Process, Not the Person 

A powerful mindset shift in disciplined problem-solving is this: 

 

If the procedure was followed and the outcome was unsuccessful, refine the procedure. 

When individuals are blamed, learning stops.  

When processes are examined, improvement begins. 

There is an old analogy: when you point one finger at someone else, three fingers point back at 

you. Leaders who understand systems thinking recognise that recurring problems are rarely 

 

Figure 1 The Standard-Based Problem-Solving Cycle — defining the problem, developing 
solutions, evaluating options and verifying outcomes against an established standard. 
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individual failures. They are systemic. And systems are designed—or neglected—by 

management. 

 

Define the Problem Before You Solve It 

One of the most common failures in improvement initiatives is poor problem definition. 

When asked, “What is the problem?” teams often respond with broad labels: 

• “Communication. 

• “Delays.” 

• “Customer dissatisfaction.” 

• “Low productivity.” 

But these are categories—not definitions. 

 

A clearly defined problem must answer: 

• What is wrong? 

• Where exactly is it occurring? 

• What is the extent of deviation? 

• What is the measurable impact? 

• Compared to which standard? 

 

Without boundaries, teams attempt to solve everything—and solve nothing. 

Scope defines focus. 

 

Boundaries Create Clarity 

High-performing teams define: 

• The fault (what is wrong) 

• The object (where it occurs) 

• The extent (how big it is) 

• The impact (cost, quality, delivery, safety, environment) 

If the scope is too wide, the team drowns. If the scope is precise, progress becomes possible. 

For example: 

• Not “Improve communication.” 

• But “Reduce handover delays between maintenance and operations on Line 3 

during the 6am–10am shift window.” 
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Clarity drives accountability. Specificity drives action. 

 

 

 

 

 

The 70–20–10 Principle of Improvement 

When approaching a process problem, avoid the temptation to redesign everything. 

Most organisations are not broken 

A practical improvement mindset often follows: 

• 70% – Keep what is working. 

• 20% – Improve what is weak 

• 10% – Innovate and create. 

This protects stability while encouraging evolution. 

Radical change without understanding destroys more value than it creates. 

 

The Discipline of Following Your Own Method 

Whether your organisation uses: 

• PDCAx 

• 8D  

• Six Sigma  

• Lean  

• ISO frameworks  

The methodology matters less than the discipline of following it. 

Consistency builds capability.  

Adherence builds culture.  

Structure builds trust.  

As leadership experts have long argued, excellence is less about which model you use and 

more about whether you follow one rigorously. 

  

The First Step Is Not the Solution 

Chapter One establishes a foundational truth: 

“You’ve got to know the process at the start. If you don’t know the process and 
you haven’t got a standard, what’s the problem?” - Michael McLean 
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− You do not begin problem-solving with solutions.  

− You begin with observation.  

− You begin with documentation.  

− You begin with defining deviation from standard.  

The moment you skip definition and jump to correction, you move from engineering to guessing. 

 

Structured problem-solving is not about being reactive. It is about being systematic.  

It is about turning variation into learning. And learning into sustainable improvement.  

In the next chapter, we will go deeper into how to define a problem with precision—so that 

when you finally act, you act with clarity, not assumption. 

 

Chapter 2: From Firefighting to Structured Problem-solving 

Projects and organisations encounter problems every day.  

 

Delays occur unexpectedly, defects appear in completed work, communication breaks down, 

and resources become strained. While these issues are common in every industry, the 

way organisations respond to them determines whether they improve or continue repeating the 

same mistakes. Many organisations remain trapped in a cycle of reactive problem-solving, 

constantly addressing urgent issues without eliminating their underlying causes. 

This behaviour is commonly known as firefighting. 

 

Firefighting occurs when teams focus only on immediate recovery. When a deadline is 

threatened, managers rush to accelerate work. When a customer complains, teams quickly 

apply temporary fixes. When a process fails, employees work overtime to compensate for the 

breakdown. Although these actions may provide short-term relief, they rarely solve the real issue. 

Instead, they create an environment where people become accustomed to reacting to 

emergencies rather than preventing them. 

 

Over time, firefighting becomes part of the organisational culture. Teams begin to measure 

success by how quickly they respond to crises instead of how effectively they prevent them. 

Employees who constantly “save the day” are often praised, while little attention is given to 

understanding why the problem occurred in the first place. As a result, the same issues continue 

to reappear, often becoming larger, more costly, and more disruptive. 
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One of the biggest dangers of firefighting is that it creates the illusion of progress. A team may 

believe they solved the problem because operations resumed temporarily, but the root 

cause remains hidden within the process. Eventually, the same issue resurfaces under different 

circumstances. The organisation then spends additional time, money, and effort addressing the 

same problem repeatedly. This cycle drains productivity, lowers morale, and weakens long-term 

performance. 

Structured problem-solving offers a different approach. Instead of reacting emotionally or 

rushing toward immediate solutions, structured problem-solving focuses on understanding the 

issue systematically. It requires teams to slow down, gather evidence, analyse the situation, 

and identify the true cause before implementing corrective action. While this method may 

initially appear slower, it ultimately saves significant time and resources by preventing recurring 

failures. 

 

At the center of structured problem-solving is clarity. Teams must first define the problem 

accurately. This step is often overlooked because people assume the issue is already obvious. 

However, many project failures occur because teams attempt to solve problems that were never 

properly defined. A vague understanding of the issue leads to vague solutions. 

 

For example, consider a construction project experiencing repeated delays. Management 

may immediately assume the workforce is underperforming and decide to increase overtime. 

However, deeper investigation may reveal that the actual issue is incomplete design 

documentation causing constant rework. In this situation, increasing overtime addresses only 

the symptom, not the source of the delay. Without identifying the true cause, the project 

continues to struggle despite additional effort and expense. This example demonstrates why 

structured thinking is essential.  

 

When organisations lack a clear framework for analysis, discussions become driven by 

assumptions, opinions, and personal interpretations. Team members may view the problem 

differently based on their own experiences or departmental perspectives. Meetings become 

unproductive because participants debate symptoms instead of investigating facts. 

 

Structured problem-solving reduces confusion by creating a consistent method for investigation. 

Instead of asking, “Who caused the problem?” teams begin asking: 
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• What exactly happened?  

• When did the issue occur?  

• Where did the variation begin?  

• What process failed?  

• What evidence supports the conclusion?  

• Why did the process allow the problem to happen?  

 

These questions shift the focus away from blame and toward understanding the system. 

Blame is one of the greatest obstacles to effective problem-solving. In many organisations, 

people instinctively search for the individual responsible whenever something goes wrong. This 

reaction may provide emotional satisfaction, but it rarely improves the process. Most operational 

failures are not caused by a single person acting alone. Instead, they result from weaknesses 

within systems, procedures, communication channels, or training methods. 

 

For example, if a worker installs the wrong component during production, management may 

initially blame the employee for the error. However, further investigation might reveal that the 

work instruction was outdated, the labelling system was unclear, or the employee never received 

proper training. In this case, the problem originated from the process rather than the individual. 

 

Focusing solely on people instead of systems creates fear within organisations. Employees 

become reluctant to report issues because they worry about punishment or criticism. 

Problems remain hidden until they become serious enough to disrupt operations. In 

contrast, organisations that emphasise process improvement encourage openness and 

learning. Employees feel safer identifying issues early because the goal is improvement rather 

than blame. 

 

Another critical factor in structured problem-solving is documentation. Procedures, standards, 

work instructions, and process maps establish consistency in how work should be performed. 

Without clear documentation, individuals may complete the same task in different ways, leading 

to variation in quality, timing, and outcomes. 

 

Variation is one of the primary sources of operational problems. When processes are 

inconsistent, organisations lose predictability. Errors increase because tasks depend on 
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personal interpretation rather than standardised methods. This is why 

successful organisations place significant importance on maintaining accurate and accessible 

documentation. 

 

However, documentation alone is not enough. Procedures must also be practical, current, and 

understood by the people performing the work. Many organisations create extensive manuals 

that employees rarely use because they are overly complex or outdated. Effective 

documentation should support the workflow, not complicate it. 

 

 

Structured problem-solving begins by comparing actual performance against established 

standards. Teams must understand how the process is intended to operate before they 

can identify where deviations occur. This concept is fundamental in quality management 

because improvement is impossible without a defined baseline. 

Once the problem is clearly defined, teams can begin root cause analysis. Root cause analysis 

is the process of identifying the underlying factors that allowed the issue to occur. Unlike 

 

Figure 2: From Firefighting to Structured Problem Solving — shifting from reactive, short-term fixes to 
systematic root-cause analysis and continuous improvement. 
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symptom-based thinking, root cause analysis seeks to eliminate the source of the problem 

permanently. 

 

Several methods support this approach. One widely used technique is the “5 Whys” method. 

This approach involves repeatedly asking “why” until the underlying cause becomes visible. For 

example: 

Problem: The project delivery was delayed.  

Why? Because installation activities were incomplete.  

Why? Because required materials arrived late.  

Why? Because procurement orders were delayed.  

Why? Because approvals were not completed on time.  

Why? Because the approval process lacked defined responsibilities. 

 

The true issue was not simply late materials but an unclear approval process. Solving this root 

cause provides a more sustainable improvement than simply pressuring suppliers to deliver 

faster. 

 

Another valuable framework is the PDCA Cycle (Plan–Do–Check–Act). PDCA provides a 

disciplined approach for continuous improvement: 

• Plan – Identify the problem, collect data, and develop a solution.  

• Do – Implement the solution on a controlled scale.  

• Check – Measure results and evaluate effectiveness.  

• Act – standardise successful improvements or revise the approach if needed.  

This method encourages learning and continuous refinement rather than rushed decision-

making. 

 

Data also plays a critical role in structured problem-solving. Effective decisions should be based 

on evidence, not assumptions. Organisations that rely heavily on opinions often misdiagnose 

issues because personal perceptions may not reflect reality. Data provides objective insight into 

process performance. Examples of useful data include: 

• Defect frequency  

• Project delays  

• Equipment downtime  
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• Safety incidents  

• Customer complaints  

• Rework hours  

• Productivity trends  

 

When teams analyse data carefully, patterns begin to emerge. These patterns 

help identify recurring weaknesses within the system. Over time, organisations become more 

capable of predicting and preventing problems before they escalate. 

 

 

 

 

Structured problem-solving also improves communication within teams. When everyone follows 

a consistent process, discussions become more focused and productive. Team members 

develop a shared understanding of the issue and collaborate more effectively toward solutions. 

This reduces conflict, confusion, and duplicated effort. 

 

Leadership plays a major role in establishing this mindset. Leaders influence 

whether organisations operate reactively or systematically. Managers who constantly demand 

immediate fixes may unintentionally reinforce firefighting behaviour. In contrast, leaders who 

encourage analysis, learning, and process improvement create a culture of sustainable problem-

solving. 

 

Strong leaders understand that every problem contains valuable information. Instead of viewing 

problems as interruptions, they treat them as opportunities to strengthen systems and 

improve organisational performance. This perspective changes how teams respond to 

challenges. Employees become more engaged in improvement because they understand the 

purpose behind the investigation. 

 

Training is equally important. Many professionals are technically skilled in their roles but have 

never been taught formal problem-solving methods. Organisations that invest in training 

employees on root cause analysis, process mapping, and continuous improvement build 

“Knowing where to start is an important part of any problem-solving.” 
- Michael McLean 
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stronger long-term capability. Structured problem-solving becomes embedded into daily 

operations rather than limited to management discussions. 

 

Technology can also support structured problem-solving when used effectively. Digital reporting 

systems, dashboards, and data analytics tools help organisations monitor performance in real 

time. These tools allow teams to identify trends earlier and respond proactively. However, 

technology alone cannot solve problems. The effectiveness of any tool depends on the quality of 

the thinking behind it. 

 

One of the most important outcomes of structured problem-solving is organisational learning. 

Every resolved issue contributes knowledge that strengthens future performance. Teams begin 

documenting lessons learned, improving procedures, and refining standards. Over time, 

the organisation develops greater resilience because it continuously adapts and improves. 

This learning mindset separates high-performing organisations from those that remain reactive. 

Successful organisations do not avoid problems entirely; rather, they respond to problems 

intelligently. They recognise that challenges are inevitable in complex projects, but recurring 

failures are preventable when systems are improved systematically. 

 

The transition from firefighting to structured problem-solving does not happen overnight. It 

requires discipline, patience, and cultural change. Teams must learn to resist the pressure of 

rushing directly toward solutions without proper analysis. Leaders must create environments 

where investigation is valued more than blame. Processes must be documented, reviewed, and 

continuously improved. 

 

Most importantly, organisations must understand that problem-solving is not simply about fixing 

isolated issues. Its true purpose is to strengthen the entire system. Every improvement made to 

a process increases consistency, reliability, and long-term performance. 

 

When organisations embrace structured problem-solving, they reduce waste, improve quality, 

strengthen teamwork, and increase customer confidence. Problems become opportunities for 

learning rather than recurring crises. Teams move from reactive survival toward proactive 

improvement. Ultimately, the goal is not merely to extinguish today’s fire but to design systems 

that prevent the next one from starting. 
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Chapter 3: Understanding the Process Before Fixing the Problem 
 

Projects frequently encounter problems, yet many organisations struggle to resolve them 

effectively. One of the most common reasons is that teams attempt to solve symptoms instead 

of clearly defining the underlying issue. In many workplaces, teams respond to pressure by 

“firefighting.” When a deadline is at risk or a defect appears, the immediate reaction is to fix the 

visible issue quickly so that operations can continue. 

 

 While this approach may restore short-term progress, it rarely prevents the problem from 

recurring. In fact, temporary fixes often create a cycle where the same issues repeatedly emerge, 

sometimes with greater complexity and impact than before. Organisations may spend significant 

amounts of time and resources reacting to emergencies rather than preventing them. As a result, 

productivity decreases, employee stress increases, and project performance becomes 

inconsistent. 

 

A major contributor to ineffective problem-solving is the absence of structured thinking. Teams 

may gather quickly to discuss the problem, but without a clear framework or methodology, 

discussions become disorganised  and unproductive. Each participant may have a different 

interpretation of the issue based on personal experience, assumptions, or incomplete 

information. Because of this, teams frequently jump to conclusions and implement solutions 

before fully understanding the real cause of the problem. Decisions made without proper 

analysis can create unintended consequences, causing additional delays, quality issues, or 

operational inefficiencies. Structured thinking is therefore essential because it allows 

organisations to approach problems systematically instead of emotionally or reactively. 

 

Another challenge in problem-solving is the tendency to assign blame rather than investigate 

processes. When a mistake occurs, organisations often focus on identifying who caused the 

issue instead of asking why the process allowed the problem to happen in the first place. This 

blame culture discourages employees from openly discussing problems because they fear 

criticism or punishment. As a result, valuable information may be hidden, and opportunities for 

improvement are lost. In reality, most operational problems are not caused by a single individual 

but by weaknesses in systems, procedures, communication methods, or process design. For 

example, unclear instructions, insufficient training, poor coordination between departments, or 
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lack of standardisation can all contribute to errors. By focusing only on individuals, organisations 

overlook the larger systemic issues that need improvement. Effective organisations recognise 

that sustainable solutions come from improving the process rather than blaming employees. 

 

Figure 3: Understanding the Process Before Developing the Solution 

 

Documentation also plays a critical role in effective problem-solving and operational 

consistency. Procedures, work instructions, and process standards define how tasks should be 

performed. These documents help ensure that employees follow consistent methods and 

maintain quality standards. However, in many organisations, documentation is either outdated, 

incomplete, difficult to understand, or ignored entirely. When employees perform tasks 

differently from one another, variation increases, and opportunities for defects, delays, and 

misunderstandings become more common. Inconsistent processes make it difficult to identify 

the root cause of problems because there is no standard method to compare against. 

Furthermore, when knowledge exists only in the experience of individual employees rather than 

in documented procedures, organisations become vulnerable whenever experienced staff leave 

or are unavailable. Maintaining accurate and accessible documentation helps organisations 

reduce variation, improve training, and support continuous improvement efforts.  
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Effective problem-solving begins with understanding the current process and identifying where 

variation occurs. Before implementing solutions, organisations must first collect information 

and analyse how work is actually being performed. This requires observation, data gathering, and 

careful evaluation of existing procedures. Without this foundation, organisations risk 

implementing changes based on assumptions rather than evidence. Such changes may fail to 

address the real issue or may even create additional problems elsewhere in the process. 

Understanding the current state of operations allows teams to identify inefficiencies, 

bottlenecks, and recurring sources of error. It also provides a baseline for measuring 

improvement after corrective actions are implemented. 

 

Structured problem-solving methods help organisations move beyond guesswork and reactive 

decision-making. One widely used approach is the PDCA cycle, which stands for Plan, Do, 

Check, and Act. In the planning stage, teams identify the problem, analyse data, and develop 

potential solutions. During the “Do” stage, the proposed solution is tested on a small scale. The 

“Check” phase involves evaluating the results and determining whether the solution effectively 

addressed the problem. Finally, in the “Act” stage, successful solutions are standardised and 

implemented more broadly throughout the organisation. The PDCA cycle encourages 

continuous learning and improvement because it emphasises testing and evaluation rather than 

immediate assumptions. 

 

 

 

 

Root cause analysis is another essential tool in structured problem-solving. Instead of focusing 

on symptoms, root cause analysis seeks to identify the fundamental factors that created the 

problem. Techniques such as the “5 Whys” encourage teams to repeatedly ask why a problem 

occurred until the deeper cause becomes clear. For instance, if a project deadline was missed, 

the immediate reason may be delayed work completion. However, further investigation might 

reveal unclear project requirements, insufficient staffing, or ineffective communication between 

departments. By identifying the true root cause, organisations can implement corrective actions 

that prevent recurrence instead of repeatedly addressing the same symptoms. 

 

 

“You study and you learn about a process. You study a process behaviour.” 
- Michael McLean 
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Data-driven investigation is equally important in effective problem-solving. Decisions based 

solely on opinions or assumptions can be misleading and inaccurate. Reliable data provides 

objective evidence that helps teams understand the scope, frequency, and impact of problems. 

Metrics such as defect rates, project delays, downtime, customer complaints, or process cycle 

times can reveal patterns that are not immediately visible. Data analysis also allows 

organisations to measure whether implemented solutions are actually improving performance. 

When organisations rely on evidence instead of assumptions, they make more informed 

decisions and reduce the likelihood of ineffective solutions. 

 

Communication and collaboration are also essential elements of successful problem- solving. 

Many organisations problems involve multiple departments or teams, making it important for 

employees to share information openly and work together toward a common solution. Poor 

communication can lead to misunderstandings, duplicated effort, and conflicting priorities. 

Effective collaboration encourages diverse perspectives, which can help teams identify issues 

that might otherwise be overlooked. Organisations that promote open communication create an 

environment where employees feel comfortable reporting problems, sharing ideas, and 

participating in improvement efforts. This collaborative culture strengthens trust and supports 

long-term organisations learning. 

 

Leadership also has a significant influence on how organisations approach problem-solving. 

Leaders who encourage learning, analysis, and continuous improvement help create a positive 

culture where problems are viewed as opportunities for growth rather than failures to be hidden. 

On the other hand, leaders who react with blame or punishment may discourage employees from 

reporting issues honestly. Effective leaders support teams by providing resources, training, and 

guidance while emphasising the importance of process improvement. They also encourage 

employees to follow structured methodologies rather than relying on shortcuts or temporary 

fixes. Through strong leadership, organisations can develop a culture where problem-solving 

becomes proactive instead of reactive. 

 

In successful organisations, problem-solving becomes a disciplined and continuous activity 

rather than an emergency response. Teams learn to pause, analyse the situation carefully, 

collect evidence, and test solutions methodically. Instead of rushing to implement quick fixes, 

they focus on understanding how and why problems occur. This disciplined mindset transforms 
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problems into opportunities for improvement and innovation. Employees become more engaged 

because they see that their ideas and observations contribute to organisations success. Over 

time, the organisation develops stronger processes, better communication, and improved 

operational stability. 

 

Continuous improvement is closely connected to structured problem-solving. Organisations 

that continuously evaluate and improve their processes are better prepared to adapt to changing 

market conditions, customer expectations, and technological advancements. Small 

improvements made consistently over time can lead to significant gains in efficiency, quality, 

and customer satisfaction. Continuous improvement also reduces waste, lowers costs, and 

strengthens organisations competitiveness. By embedding problem-solving practices into 

everyday operations, organisations create a culture of learning and resilience that supports long-

term success. 

 

Ultimately, the goal of structured problem-solving is not merely to fix a single issue but to 

strengthen the entire system. Organisations that focus on processes, data, collaboration, and 

learning are better equipped to prevent recurring problems and deliver consistent project 

outcomes. They understand that every problem provides valuable information about 

weaknesses within the system and opportunities for improvement. Rather than viewing 

problems as obstacles, successful organisations treat them as learning experiences that 

contribute to growth and innovation. 

 

The statement, “The purpose of problem-solving is not to blame people, but to improve the 

process,” highlights a fundamental principle of organisations improvement. Sustainable 

success is achieved not by punishing individuals for mistakes but by creating systems that 

reduce errors and support effective performance. When organisations adopt structured 

problem-solving approaches, they build stronger processes, improve teamwork, and create a 

culture of accountability and continuous improvement. In the long run, this approach leads to 

greater efficiency, higher quality outcomes, and increased organisations resilience in an 

increasingly complex and competitive environment. 
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Chapter 4: The Role of Standards, Documentation, and 

Procedures  

 

Projects frequently encounter problems, yet many organisations struggle to resolve them 

effectively. One of the most common reasons is that teams attempt to solve symptoms instead 

of clearly defining the underlying issue. In many workplaces, teams respond to pressure by 

“firefighting.” When a deadline is at risk or a defect appears, the immediate reaction is to fix the 

visible issue quickly so that operations can continue.  

 

While this approach may restore short-term progress, it rarely prevents the problem from 

recurring. In fact, temporary fixes often create a cycle where the same issues repeatedly emerge, 

sometimes with greater complexity and impact than before. Organisations may spend significant 

amounts of time and resources reacting to emergencies rather than preventing them. As a result, 

productivity decreases, employee stress increases, and project performance becomes 

inconsistent. 

 

A major contributor to ineffective problem-solving is the absence of structured thinking. Teams 

may gather quickly to discuss the problem, but without a clear framework or methodology, 

discussions become disorganised and unproductive. Each participant may have a different 

interpretation of the issue based on personal experience, assumptions, or incomplete 

information. Because of this, teams frequently jump to conclusions and implement solutions 

before fully understanding the real cause of the problem. Decisions made without proper 

analysis can create unintended consequences, causing additional delays, quality issues, or 

operational inefficiencies. Structured thinking is therefore essential because it allows 

organisations to approach problems systematically instead of emotionally or reactively. 

 

Another challenge in problem-solving is the tendency to assign blame rather than investigate 

processes. When a mistake occurs, organisations often focus on identifying who caused the 

issue instead of asking why the process allowed the problem to happen in the first place. This 

blame culture discourages employees from openly discussing problems because they fear 

criticism or punishment. As a result, valuable information may be hidden, and opportunities for 

improvement are lost. In reality, most operational problems are not caused by a single individual 
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but by weaknesses in systems, procedures, communication methods, or process design. For 

example, unclear instructions, insufficient training, poor coordination between departments, or 

lack of standardisation can all contribute to errors. By focusing only on individuals, organisations 

overlook the larger systemic issues that need improvement. Effective organisations recognise 

that sustainable solutions come from improving the process rather than blaming employees. 

 

Documentation also plays a critical role in effective problem-solving and operational 

consistency. Procedures, work instructions, and process standards define how tasks should be 

performed. These documents help ensure that employees follow consistent methods 

and maintain quality standards. However, in many organisations,  

 

documentation is either outdated, incomplete, difficult to understand, or ignored entirely. When 

employees perform tasks differently from one another, variation increases, and opportunities for 

defects, delays, and misunderstandings become more common. Inconsistent processes make 

it difficult to identify the root cause of problems because there is no standard method to 

compare against. Furthermore, when knowledge exists only in the experience of individual 

employees rather than in documented procedures, organisations become vulnerable whenever 

experienced staff leave or are unavailable. Maintaining accurate and accessible documentation 

helps organisations reduce variation, improve training, and support continuous improvement 

efforts.  

 

Effective problem-solving begins with understanding the current process and identifying where 

variation occurs. Before implementing solutions, organisations must first collect information 

and analyse how work is actually being performed. This requires observation, data gathering, and 

careful evaluation of existing procedures. Without this foundation, organisations risk 

implementing changes based on assumptions rather than evidence. Such changes may fail 

to address the real issue or may even create additional problems elsewhere in the process. 

Understanding the current state of operations allows teams to identify inefficiencies, 

bottlenecks, and recurring sources of error. It also provides a baseline for measuring 

improvement after corrective actions are implemented. 

 

Structured problem-solving methods help organisations move beyond guesswork and reactive 

decision-making. One widely used approach is the PDCA cycle, which stands for Plan, Do, 
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Check, and Act. In the planning stage, teams identify the problem, analyse data, and develop 

potential solutions. During the “Do” stage, the proposed solution is tested on a small scale. The 

“Check” phase involves evaluating the results and determining whether the solution 

effectively addressed the problem. Finally, in the “Act” stage, successful solutions are  

standardised and implemented more broadly throughout the organisation. The PDCA cycle 

encourages continuous learning and improvement because it emphasise s testing and 

evaluation rather than immediate assumptions. 

 

Root cause analysis is another essential tool in structured problem-solving. Instead of focusing 

on symptoms, root cause analysis seeks to identify the fundamental factors that created the 

problem. Techniques such as the “5 Whys” encourage teams to repeatedly ask why a problem 

occurred until the deeper cause becomes clear. For instance, if a project deadline was missed, 

the immediate reason may be delayed work completion. However, further investigation might 

reveal unclear project requirements, insufficient staffing, or ineffective communication between 

departments. By identifying the true root cause, organisations can implement corrective actions 

that prevent recurrence instead of repeatedly addressing the same symptoms. 

 

Data-driven investigation is equally important in effective problem-solving. Decisions based 

solely on opinions or assumptions can be misleading and inaccurate. Reliable data provides 

objective evidence that helps teams understand the scope, frequency, and impact of problems. 

Metrics such as defect rates, project delays, downtime, customer complaints, or process cycle 

times can reveal patterns that are not immediately visible. Data analysis also allows 

organisations to measure whether implemented solutions are actually improving 

performance. When organisations rely on evidence instead of assumptions, they make more 

informed decisions and reduce the likelihood of ineffective solutions. 
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          Figure 4: The Role of Standards and Structured Thinking in Continuous Improvement 

 

Communication and collaboration are also essential elements of successful problem- solving. 

Many organisations problems involve multiple departments or teams, making it important for 

employees to share information openly and work together toward a common solution. Poor 

communication can lead to misunderstandings, duplicated effort, and conflicting priorities. 

Effective collaboration encourages diverse perspectives, which can help teams identify issues 

that might otherwise be overlooked.  

 

Organisations that promote open communication create an environment where employees feel 

comfortable reporting problems, sharing ideas, and participating in improvement efforts. This 

collaborative culture strengthens trust and supports long-term organisations learning. 

 

Leadership also has a significant influence on how organisations approach problem-solving. 

Leaders who encourage learning, analysis, and continuous improvement help create a positive 

culture where problems are viewed as opportunities for growth rather than failures to be hidden. 



 

 
Beyond the Plan: Real Conversation in Project Strategy and Delivery  
Mastering Structured Problem Solving: From Firefighting to Root Cause Clarity 
 

WWW.EDSICO.COM.AU | BEYOND THE PLAN SERIES 
©2026 

26 

 

On the other hand, leaders who react with blame or punishment may discourage employees from 

reporting issues honestly. Effective leaders support teams by providing resources, training, and 

guidance while emphasising the importance of process improvement. They also encourage 

employees to follow structured methodologies rather than relying on shortcuts or temporary 

fixes. Through strong leadership, organisations can develop a culture where problem-solving 

becomes proactive instead of reactive. 

 

In successful organisations , problem-solving becomes a disciplined and continuous activity 

rather than an emergency response. Teams learn to pause, analyse the situation carefully, 

collect evidence, and test solutions methodically. Instead of rushing to implement quick fixes, 

they focus on understanding how and why problems occur. This disciplined mindset transforms 

problems into opportunities for improvement and innovation. Employees become more engaged 

because they see that their ideas and observations contribute to organisations success. Over 

time, the organisation develops stronger processes, better communication, and improved 

operational stability. 

 

Continuous improvement is closely connected to structured problem-solving. Organisations 

that continuously evaluate and improve their processes are better prepared to adapt to changing 

market conditions, customer expectations, and technological advancements. Small 

improvements made consistently over time can lead to significant gains in efficiency, quality, 

and customer satisfaction. Continuous improvement also reduces waste, lowers costs, and 

strengthens organisations competitiveness. By embedding problem-solving practices into 

everyday operations, organisations create a culture of learning and resilience that supports long-

term success. 

 

Ultimately, the goal of structured problem-solving is not merely to fix a single issue but to 

strengthen the entire system. Organisations that focus on processes, data, collaboration, and 

learning are better equipped to prevent recurring problems and deliver consistent project 

outcomes. They understand that every problem provides valuable information about 

weaknesses within the system and opportunities for improvement. Rather than viewing 

problems as obstacles, successful organisations treat them as learning experiences that 

contribute to growth and innovation. 
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The statement, “The purpose of problem-solving is not to blame people, but to improve the 

process,” highlights a fundamental principle of organisations improvement. Sustainable 

success is achieved not by punishing individuals for mistakes but by creating systems that 

reduce errors and support effective performance. When organisations adopt structured 

problem-solving approaches, they build stronger processes, improve teamwork, and create a 

culture of accountability and continuous improvement. In the long run, this approach leads to 

greater efficiency, higher quality outcomes, and increased organisations resilience in an 

increasingly complex and competitive environment. 
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Chapter 5: Defining the Problem Clearly: The Most Critical Step  
 

Projects frequently encounter problems, yet many organisations struggle to resolve them 

effectively. One of the most common reasons is that teams attempt to solve symptoms instead 

of clearly defining the underlying issue. In many workplaces, teams respond to pressure by 

“firefighting.” When a deadline is at risk, a machine fails, or a defect appears, the immediate 

reaction is to fix the visible issue as quickly as possible. This response is understandable 

because organisations often operate under intense pressure to maintain productivity, satisfy 

customers, and meet project targets. However, while quick fixes may restore short-term 

progress, they rarely eliminate the real cause of the issue. Over time, the same problems return, 

often with greater complexity, causing delays, increased costs, and frustration among 

employees and management. 

 

The inability to define problems clearly creates serious consequences for organisations. When 

teams fail to identify the actual issue, they waste valuable resources implementing ineffective 

solutions. Employees may spend hours solving the wrong problem, while the real issue continues 

to affect operations in the background. This cycle reduces efficiency and weakens organisations 

performance. In project environments, unclear problem definition can lead to missed deadlines, 

budget overruns, reduced product quality, and customer dissatisfaction. Therefore, defining the 

problem accurately is considered the most critical step in the entire problem-solving process. 

Without a clear understanding of the issue, even the most advanced solutions are unlikely to 

succeed. 

 

One major contributor to ineffective problem-solving is the absence of structured thinking. In 

many organisations , meetings are held immediately after a problem occurs. Managers and team 

members gather quickly to discuss possible causes and solutions. However, without a 

structured framework, these discussions often become disorganised and emotional. Different 

individuals may interpret the situation differently depending on their experience, assumptions, 

or personal opinions. As a result, multiple theories emerge, creating confusion rather than 

clarity. Teams may rush toward implementing solutions before gathering enough information to 

understand the true nature of the problem. 

 



 

 
Beyond the Plan: Real Conversation in Project Strategy and Delivery  
Mastering Structured Problem Solving: From Firefighting to Root Cause Clarity 
 

WWW.EDSICO.COM.AU | BEYOND THE PLAN SERIES 
©2026 

29 

 

Structured thinking provides a disciplined way of analysing issues. Instead of relying on 

assumptions, organisations use systematic methods to gather evidence, evaluate data, and 

understand how the process operates. Structured thinking encourages teams to separate facts 

from opinions, and focus on objective analysis. This approach prevents organisations from 

making decisions based solely on urgency or emotion. It also improves communication because 

all participants follow a common process for identifying and analysing the problem. 

 

 

 

 

Another challenge organisations face is the tendency to assign blame rather than investigate 

processes. When problems occur, many organisations immediately search for the person 

responsible. Employees may be questioned aggressively, and mistakes are often viewed as 

personal failures rather than indicators of system weaknesses. This blame-oriented culture 

creates fear among workers, discouraging them from reporting issues or participating openly in 

investigations. Employees may hide mistakes, avoid accountability, or provide incomplete 

information to protect themselves from criticism.  

 

In reality, most organisations problems are caused not by individuals alone but by weaknesses 

within the system itself. Poorly designed processes, unclear procedures, lack of training, 

ineffective communication, insufficient resources, and inconsistent documentation are 

common sources of operational issues. For example, if employees repeatedly make the same 

mistake, the problem may indicate inadequate work instructions or poor training rather than 

individual incompetence. Similarly, if project delays occur frequently, the root cause may involve 

unrealistic schedules, ineffective planning, or communication gaps between departments. 

 

Organisations that focus only on blaming individuals miss valuable opportunities to improve their 

systems. Effective problem-solving cultures recognise that employees operate within processes 

created by the organisation. Instead of asking, “Who made the mistake?” successful 

organisations ask, “What allowed this mistake to occur?” This shift in perspective encourages 

learning and continuous improvement. Employees become more willing to report problems 

because they understand that the goal is to improve the process, rather than to punish 

individuals. 

“One of the things about clearly defining a problem is collecting the data.” 
- Michael McLean 
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Documentation also plays a vital role in problem-solving and operational consistency. 

Procedures, work instructions, process maps, and standards define how tasks should be 

performed within an organisation. These documents help ensure that employees follow 

consistent methods, reducing variation and improving quality. However, in many workplaces, 

documentation is incomplete, outdated, difficult to understand, or ignored altogether. When 

employees perform tasks differently, variation increases, creating opportunities for defects, 

delays, and confusion. 

 

For example, if different workers follow different methods for completing the same task, project 

outcomes become inconsistent. One employee may achieve excellent results while another 

produces errors using a slightly different approach. Without standardised procedures, 

organisations cannot accurately identify the source of problems because there is no consistent 

process to evaluate. Furthermore, when critical knowledge exists only in the experience of 

individual employees rather than in documented systems, organisations become vulnerable 

whenever experienced personnel leave or are absent. 

 

Accurate and updated documentation provides several important benefits. First, it establishes a 

clear standard for how work should be performed. Second, it improves training for new 

employees by providing clear guidance and expectations. Third, it supports investigations by 

allowing teams to compare actual performance with documented procedures. Finally, 

documentation helps organisations maintain consistency across departments and projects, 

reducing the likelihood of recurring issues. 

 

Effective problem-solving begins with understanding the current process and identifying where 

variation occurs. Before implementing corrective actions, organisations must first understand 

how work is actually being performed. This requires observation, process mapping, data 

collection, and careful analysis of operational activities. Teams must evaluate each stage of the 

process to identify inefficiencies, bottlenecks, communication gaps, or areas where variation 

occurs. 

 

Understanding the current process is important because many organisations make changes 

without fully understanding the system they are attempting to improve. In some cases, corrective 

actions introduced without proper analysis create additional complications. For example, a new 
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procedure intended to reduce delays may unintentionally increase workload in another 

department. Similarly, adding more approval steps to improve quality may slow down project 

completion unnecessarily. Without understanding the complete process, organisations risk 

solving one problem while creating another. 

 

Process mapping is one useful tool for understanding workflows and identifying issues. A 

process map visually represents the sequence of activities involved in completing a task or 

project. By mapping the process, teams can identify unnecessary steps, duplicated work, 

delays, and communication breakdowns. This visual representation helps employees and 

managers gain a shared understanding of how the system operates and where improvements are 

needed. 

 

Data-driven investigation is another critical component of effective problem-solving. Many 

organisations rely heavily on opinions, assumptions, or personal experiences when making 

decisions. While experience can provide valuable insights, decisions based solely on subjective 

judgment may lead to inaccurate conclusions. Data provides objective evidence that helps 

organisations understand the true nature and impact of problems. 

 

For example, performance metrics such as defect rates, project delays, customer complaints, 

downtime, or production errors can reveal patterns that may not be immediately visible. Data 

analysis allows teams to identify trends, compare performance over time, and measure the 

effectiveness of implemented solutions. Instead of guessing which factors contribute to a 

problem, organisations can use evidence to guide decision-making. 

 

Data collection also supports accountability and transparency. When decisions are based on 

measurable information, teams are more likely to trust the problem-solving process. Data 

reduces disagreements caused by personal opinions because discussions focus on objective 

evidence rather than assumptions. Furthermore, organisations can use data to monitor long-

term improvement and ensure that corrective actions remain effective over time. 

 

Several structured methodologies help organisations solve problems systematically. One widely 

used method is the PDCA cycle, which stands for Plan, Do, Check, and Act. The PDCA cycle 
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promotes continuous improvement by encouraging organisations to test solutions carefully 

before implementing them fully. 

 

         Figure 5: From Symptoms and Assumptions to Root Cause and Systematic Solutions 

 

 

During the “Plan” phase, teams identify the problem, collect data, analyse causes, and 

develop possible solutions. In the “Do” phase, the selected solution is tested on a small scale to 

evaluate its effectiveness. The “Check” phase involves reviewing the results, comparing 

performance data, and determining whether the solution achieved the desired outcome. Finally, 
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during the “Act” phase, successful solutions are  standardised and implemented throughout the 

organisation. If the solution fails to produce the expected results, the cycle begins again 

with additional analysis and adjustments. 

 

The strength of the PDCA approach lies in its emphasis on learning and continuous improvement. 

Rather than assuming a solution will work immediately, organisations test ideas carefully and 

use feedback to refine their approach. This reduces risk and improves the likelihood of 

sustainable success. 

 

Root cause analysis is another essential tool for defining problems clearly. Instead of focusing 

on symptoms, root cause analysis seeks to identify the underlying factors that created the issue. 

One common method is the “5 Whys” technique, where teams repeatedly ask “Why?” until the 

deeper cause becomes clear. 

 

For example, imagine a project deadline was missed. The immediate explanation might be that 

tasks were completed late. Asking “Why?” could reveal that employees 

lacked necessary information. Asking “Why?” again may show that communication between 

departments was ineffective. Further questioning might reveal unclear reporting structures or 

inadequate project planning. Through this process, organisations move beyond superficial 

explanations and identify the true root cause of the issue. 

 

Fishbone diagrams, also known as Ishikawa diagrams, are another popular root cause analysis 

tool. These diagrams categorise potential causes into areas such as people, processes, 

equipment, materials, environment, and management. By examining all possible contributing 

factors, teams develop a more comprehensive understanding of the problem. 

 

Communication and collaboration are equally important in effective problem-solving. Many 

project-related problems involve multiple departments, requiring coordination among various 

teams. Poor communication often creates misunderstandings, duplicated efforts, conflicting 

priorities, and delays. Effective communication ensures that all team members share the same 

understanding of the issue and work together toward a common solution. 
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Collaboration also encourages diverse perspectives, which can improve problem analysis. 

Employees from different departments may identify issues that others overlook because of their 

unique experiences and expertise. When organisations encourage teamwork and open 

discussion, they increase the likelihood of identifying accurate root causes and effective 

solutions. 

 

Leadership plays a significant role in shaping organisations approaches to problem-solving. 

Leaders influence whether teams respond to problems with fear and blame or with learning and 

improvement. Effective leaders create an environment where employees feel safe reporting 

issues, sharing ideas, and participating in investigations. They encourage structured analysis 

rather than emotional reactions and support teams by providing training, resources, and 

guidance. 

 

Leaders also set expectations regarding continuous improvement. Organisations with strong 

leadership treat problem-solving as an ongoing responsibility rather than a temporary activity 

performed only during crises. Employees are encouraged to identify small issues before they 

become major problems, creating a proactive rather than reactive culture. 

 

In successful organisations, problem-solving becomes a disciplined and systematic activity 

rather than an emergency response. Teams learn to pause, analyse the situation carefully, gather 

evidence, and test solutions methodically. This disciplined approach transforms problems into 

opportunities for improvement and organisations learning. Employees become more engaged 

because they see that their observations and suggestions contribute to meaningful change. 

 

Continuous improvement is closely connected to structured problem-solving. Organisations 

that continuously evaluate and improve their processes are better prepared to adapt to changing 

customer demands, technological developments, and competitive pressures. Small 

improvements implemented consistently over time can produce significant gains in quality, 

efficiency, productivity, and customer satisfaction. 

 

Ultimately, the purpose of structured problem-solving is not simply to fix one issue but to 

strengthen the entire system. Organisations that focus on processes, data, communication, and 

learning build resilience and improve their ability to deliver consistent project outcomes. They 



 

 
Beyond the Plan: Real Conversation in Project Strategy and Delivery  
Mastering Structured Problem Solving: From Firefighting to Root Cause Clarity 
 

WWW.EDSICO.COM.AU | BEYOND THE PLAN SERIES 
©2026 

35 

 

recognise that every problem provides valuable information about weaknesses within the system 

and opportunities for growth. 

 

The statement, “The purpose of problem-solving is not to blame people, but to improve the 

process,” reflects one of the most important principles in organisations management. 

Sustainable success is achieved not through punishment or fear but through continuous 

learning, collaboration, and process improvement. When organisations define problems clearly 

and approach solutions systematically, they create stronger systems, improve operational 

performance, and develop a culture that supports long-term success. 
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Chapter 6: Collecting Evidence: Data, Facts, and Observations 

  

Projects frequently encounter problems, yet many organisations struggle to resolve them 

effectively. One of the most common reasons is that teams attempt to solve symptoms instead 

of clearly defining the underlying issue. In many workplaces, teams respond to pressure by 

“firefighting.” When a deadline is at risk, a machine fails, or a defect appears, the immediate 

reaction is to fix the visible issue as quickly as possible. This response is understandable 

because organisations often operate under intense pressure to maintain productivity, satisfy 

customers, and meet project targets. However, while quick fixes may restore short-term 

progress, they rarely eliminate the real cause of the issue. Over time, the same problems return, 

often with greater complexity, causing delays, increased costs, and frustration among 

employees and management. 

 

The inability to define problems clearly creates serious consequences for organisations . When 

teams fail to identify the actual issue, they waste valuable resources implementing ineffective 

solutions. Employees may spend hours solving the wrong problem, while the real issue continues 

to affect operations in the background. This cycle reduces efficiency and weakens organisations 

performance. In project environments, unclear problem definition can lead to missed deadlines, 

budget overruns, reduced product quality, and customer dissatisfaction. Therefore, defining the 

problem accurately is considered the most critical step in the entire problem-solving process. 

Without a clear understanding of the issue, even the most advanced solutions are unlikely to 

succeed. 

 

One major contributor to ineffective problem-solving is the absence of structured thinking. In 

many organisations , meetings are held immediately after a problem occurs. Managers and team 

members gather quickly to discuss possible causes and solutions. However, without a 

structured framework, these discussions often become disorganised  and emotional. Different 

individuals may interpret the situation differently depending on their experience, assumptions, 

or personal opinions. As a result, multiple theories emerge, creating confusion rather than 

clarity. Teams may rush toward implementing solutions before gathering enough information to 

understand the true nature of the problem. 
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Structured thinking provides a disciplined way of analysing issues. Instead of relying on 

assumptions, organisations use systematic methods to gather evidence, evaluate data, and 

understand how the process operates. Structured thinking encourages teams to separate facts 

from opinions and focus on objective analysis. This approach prevents organisations from 

making decisions based solely on urgency or emotion. It also improves communication because 

all participants follow a common process for identifying and analysing the problem. 

 

Another challenge organisations face is the tendency to assign blame rather than investigate 

processes. When problems occur, many organisations immediately search for the person 

responsible. Employees may be questioned aggressively, and mistakes are often viewed as 

personal failures rather than indicators of system weaknesses. This blame-oriented culture 

creates fear among workers, discouraging them from reporting issues or participating openly in 

investigations. Employees may hide mistakes, avoid accountability, or provide incomplete 

information to protect themselves from criticism.  

 

 

 

 

In reality, most organisations problems are caused not by individuals alone but by weaknesses 

within the system itself. Poorly designed processes, unclear procedures, lack of training, 

ineffective communication, insufficient resources, and inconsistent documentation are 

common sources of operational issues. For example, if employees repeatedly make the same 

mistake, the problem may indicate inadequate work instructions or poor training rather than 

individual incompetence. Similarly, if project delays occur frequently, the root cause may involve 

unrealistic schedules, ineffective planning, or communication gaps between departments. 

Organisations that focus only on blaming individuals miss valuable opportunities to improve their 

systems. Effective problem-solving cultures recognise that employees operate within processes 

created by the organisation. Instead of asking, “Who made the mistake?” successful 

organisations ask, “What allowed this mistake to occur?” This shift in perspective encourages 

learning and continuous improvement. Employees become more willing to report problems 

because they understand the goal is to improve the process rather than punish individuals. 

 

 

“You’ve got to get the evidence about what is actually the problem.” 
- Michael McLean 
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Documentation also plays a vital role in problem-solving and operational consistency. 

Procedures, work instructions, process maps, and standards define how tasks should be 

performed within an organisation. These documents help ensure that employees follow 

consistent methods, reducing variation and improving quality. However, in many workplaces, 

documentation is incomplete, outdated, difficult to understand, or ignored altogether. When 

employees perform tasks differently, variation increases, creating opportunities for defects, 

delays, and confusion. 

 

For example, if different workers follow different methods for completing the same task, project 

outcomes become inconsistent. One employee may achieve excellent results while another 

produces errors using a slightly different approach. Without standardised procedures, 

organisations cannot accurately identify the source of problems because there is no consistent 

process to evaluate. Furthermore, when critical knowledge exists only in the experience of 

individual employees rather than in documented systems, organisations become vulnerable 

whenever experienced personnel leave or are absent. 

 

Accurate and updated documentation provides several important benefits. First, it establishes a 

clear standard for how work should be performed. Second, it improves training for new 

employees by providing clear guidance and expectations. Third, it supports investigations by 

allowing teams to compare actual performance with documented procedures. Finally, 

documentation helps organisations maintain consistency across departments and projects, 

reducing the likelihood of recurring issues. 

 

Effective problem-solving begins with understanding the current process and identifying where 

variation occurs. Before implementing corrective actions, organisations must first understand 

how work is actually being performed. This requires observation, process mapping, data 

collection, and careful analysis of operational activities. Teams must evaluate each stage of the 

process to identify inefficiencies, bottlenecks, communication gaps, or areas where variation 

occurs. 

 

Understanding the current process is important because many organisations make changes 

without fully understanding the system they are attempting to improve. In some cases, corrective 

actions introduced without proper analysis create additional complications. For example, a new 
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procedure intended to reduce delays may unintentionally increase workload in another 

department. Similarly, adding more approval steps to improve quality may slow down project 

completion unnecessarily. Without understanding the complete process, organisations risk 

solving one problem while creating another. 

 

Process mapping is one useful tool for understanding workflows and identifying issues. A 

process map visually represents the sequence of activities involved in completing a task or 

project. By mapping the process, teams can identify unnecessary steps, duplicated work, 

delays, and communication breakdowns. This visual representation helps employees and 

managers gain a shared understanding of how the system operates and where improvements are 

needed. 

 

Data-driven investigation is another critical component of effective problem-solving. Many 

organisations rely heavily on opinions, assumptions, or personal experiences when making 

decisions. While experience can provide valuable insights, decisions based solely on subjective 

judgment may lead to inaccurate conclusions. Data provides objective evidence that helps 

organisations understand the true nature and impact of problems. 

 

For example, performance metrics such as defect rates, project delays, customer complaints, 

downtime, or production errors can reveal patterns that may not be immediately visible. Data 

analysis allows teams to identify trends, compare performance over time, and measure the 

effectiveness of implemented solutions. Instead of guessing which factors contribute to a 

problem, organisations can use evidence to guide decision-making. 

 

Data collection also supports accountability and transparency. When decisions are based on 

measurable information, teams are more likely to trust the problem-solving process. Data 

reduces disagreements caused by personal opinions because discussions focus on objective 

evidence rather than assumptions. Furthermore, organisations can use data to monitor long-

term improvement and ensure that corrective actions remain effective over time. 

 

Several structured methodologies help organisations solve problems systematically. One widely 

used method is the PDCA cycle, which stands for Plan, Do, Check, and Act. The PDCA cycle 
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promotes continuous improvement by encouraging organisations to test solutions carefully 

before implementing them fully. 

 

 

 

During the “Plan” phase, teams identify the problem, collect data, analyse causes, and 

develop possible solutions. In the “Do” phase, the selected solution is tested on a small scale to 

evaluate its effectiveness. The “Check” phase involves reviewing the results, comparing 

performance data, and determining whether the solution achieved the desired outcome. Finally, 

during the “Act” phase, successful solutions are standardised and implemented throughout the 

organisation. If the solution fails to produce the expected results, the cycle begins again 

with additional analysis and adjustments. 

 

The strength of the PDCA approach lies in its emphasis on learning and continuous improvement. 

Rather than assuming a solution will work immediately, organisations test ideas carefully and 

 Figure 6: The Structured Problem-Solving Process — shifting from reactive problem 
solving to evidence-based analysis, root-cause identification and continuous 
improvement. 
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use feedback to refine their approach. This reduces risk and improves the likelihood of 

sustainable success. 

 

Root cause analysis is another essential tool for defining problems clearly. Instead of focusing 

on symptoms, root cause analysis seeks to identify the underlying factors that created the issue. 

One common method is the “5 Whys” technique, where teams repeatedly ask “Why?” until the 

deeper cause becomes clear. 

 

For example, imagine a project deadline was missed. The immediate explanation might be that 

tasks were completed late. Asking “Why?” Could reveal that employees 

lacked necessary information. Asking “Why?” again may show that communication between 

departments was ineffective. Further questioning might reveal unclear reporting structures or 

inadequate project planning. Through this process, organisations move beyond superficial 

explanations and identify the true root cause of the issue. 

 

Fishbone diagrams, also known as Ishikawa diagrams, are another popular root cause analysis 

tool. These diagrams categorise potential causes into areas such as people, processes, 

equipment, materials, environment, and management. By examining all possible contributing 

factors, teams develop a more comprehensive understanding of the problem. 

 

Communication and collaboration are equally important in effective problem-solving. Many 

project-related problems involve multiple departments, requiring coordination among various 

teams. Poor communication often creates misunderstandings, duplicated efforts, conflicting 

priorities, and delays. Effective communication ensures that all team members share the same 

understanding of the issue and work together toward a common solution. 

 

Collaboration also encourages diverse perspectives, which can improve problem analysis. 

Employees from different departments may identify issues that others overlook because of their 

unique experiences and expertise. When organisations encourage teamwork and open 

discussion, they increase the likelihood of identifying accurate root causes and effective 

solutions. 
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Leadership plays a significant role in shaping organisations approaches to problem-solving. 

Leaders influence whether teams respond to problems with fear and blame or with learning and 

improvement. Effective leaders create an environment where employees feel safe reporting 

issues, sharing ideas, and participating in investigations. They encourage structured analysis 

rather than emotional reactions and support teams by providing training, resources, and 

guidance. 

 

Leaders also set expectations regarding continuous improvement. Organisations with strong 

leadership treat problem-solving as an ongoing responsibility rather than a temporary activity 

performed only during crises. Employees are encouraged to identify small issues before they 

become major problems, creating a proactive rather than reactive culture. 

 

In successful organisations , problem-solving becomes a disciplined and systematic activity 

rather than an emergency response. Teams learn to pause, analyse the situation carefully, gather 

evidence, and test solutions methodically. This disciplined approach transforms problems into 

opportunities for improvement and organisations learning. Employees become more engaged 

because they see that their observations and suggestions contribute to meaningful change. 

 

Continuous improvement is closely connected to structured problem-solving. Organisations 

that continuously evaluate and improve their processes are better prepared to adapt to changing 

customer demands, technological developments, and competitive pressures. Small 

improvements implemented consistently over time can produce significant gains in quality, 

efficiency, productivity, and customer satisfaction. 

 

Ultimately, the purpose of structured problem-solving is not simply to fix one issue but to 

strengthen the entire system. Organisations that focus on processes, data, communication, and 

learning build resilience and improve their ability to deliver consistent project outcomes. They 

recognise that every problem provides valuable information about weaknesses within the system 

and opportunities for growth. 

 

The statement, “The purpose of problem-solving is not to blame people, but to improve the 

process,” reflects one of the most important principles in organisations management. 

Sustainable success is achieved not through punishment or fear but through continuous 



 

 
Beyond the Plan: Real Conversation in Project Strategy and Delivery  
Mastering Structured Problem Solving: From Firefighting to Root Cause Clarity 
 

WWW.EDSICO.COM.AU | BEYOND THE PLAN SERIES 
©2026 

43 

 

learning, collaboration, and process improvement. When organisations define problems clearly 

and approach solutions systematically, they create stronger systems, improve operational 

performance, and develop a culture that supports long-term success. 
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Chapter 7: Understanding Process Variation and Root Causes 

 

Projects and organisations operations rarely proceed without challenges. Delays, quality issues, 

communication failures, equipment breakdowns, and unexpected disruptions are common 

in nearly every industry. However, while problems themselves are unavoidable, the way 

organisations respond to those problems determines whether they improve or continue 

repeating the same mistakes. One of the most significant barriers to effective problem-solving is 

the failure to understand process variation and root causes. Many organisations focus only on 

visible symptoms rather than investigating why the issue occurred in the first place. As a result, 

temporary fixes are implemented while the real causes remain unresolved. 

 

In many workplaces, teams respond to problems through “firefighting.” When deadlines are 

threatened or defects appear, employees rush to restore operations as quickly as possible. 

Immediate action is often necessary to reduce operational disruptions, satisfy customers, 

or maintain productivity. However, while quick fixes may solve short-term issues, they rarely 

address the deeper causes of failure. Over time, the same problems return, often becoming more 

severe and expensive to resolve. This repeated cycle wastes organisations resources, increases 

employee frustration, and weakens overall performance. 

 

Understanding process variation is essential for breaking this cycle. Every organisations 

process contains some level of variation. No two activities are performed in exactly the same 

way every time. Differences in materials, employee performance, environmental conditions, 

equipment capability, communication, and timing can all influence process outcomes. 

Some variation is natural and unavoidable, while other variation indicates underlying problems 

within the system. Organisations that fail to recognise and manage variation often struggle with 

inconsistent performance, recurring defects, and unpredictable project results. 

 

Process variation refers to the differences that occur in the output or performance of a process 

over time. In manufacturing, variation may appear as inconsistent product quality or 

dimensional differences. In service industries, variation may involve inconsistent response 

times, customer experiences, or delivery performance. In project management, variation may 

occur in schedules, costs, productivity, or communication effectiveness. Understanding these 
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differences is critical because variation directly affects quality, efficiency, reliability, and 

customer satisfaction. 

 

There are generally two types of process variation: common cause variation and special cause 

variation. Common cause variation refers to the normal fluctuations that exist within a stable 

process. These variations are built into the system and occur naturally because of the way the 

process is designed. For example, slight differences in production speed, employee work pace, 

or machine performance may occur even when operations are functioning normally. Common 

cause variation is usually predictable within certain limits and can only be reduced through 

improvements to the overall system. 

 

Special cause variation, on the other hand, occurs when unusual or unexpected factors disrupt 

the process. These variations are not part of normal operations and often indicate specific 

problems that require investigation. Examples include equipment failures, incorrect materials, 

sudden staffing shortages, software errors, or communication breakdowns. Unlike common 

cause variation, special cause variation is often unpredictable and may cause significant 

disruptions if not addressed quickly. 

 

Organisations that fail to distinguish between these two types of variation often make poor 

decisions. For example, managers may overreact to normal fluctuations by constantly changing 

procedures, creating confusion and instability. Alternatively, they may ignore serious 

abnormalities because they assume the issue is simply part of normal operations. Effective 

organisations use data and analysis to determine whether variation represents a routine 

condition or a sign of a deeper problem. 

 

One reason organisations struggle to manage variation effectively is the absence of structured 

thinking. When problems occur, teams often gather quickly to discuss possible causes and 

solutions. However, without a structured framework, discussions may become disorganised and 

heavily influenced by assumptions or personal opinions. Different team members may interpret 

the situation differently, leading to conflicting theories about the cause of the problem. In many 

cases, organisations implement solutions before fully understanding what actually happened 

Structured thinking provides a disciplined approach to analysing variation and identifying root 

causes. Instead of relying on assumptions, organisations collect evidence, examine data, and 
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evaluate how processes operate under different conditions. Structured methods encourage 

teams to focus on facts rather than emotions or speculation. This systematic approach improves 

decision-making and reduces the risk of implementing ineffective or harmful solutions. 

 

 

 

 

Data collection is particularly important when analysing process variation. Organisations cannot 

understand process performance accurately without reliable information. Data allows teams 

to identify patterns, trends, and inconsistencies that may not be visible through observation 

alone. Metrics such as defect rates, cycle times, downtime frequency, customer complaints, 

and project delays provide valuable insights into how processes are functioning. 

 

For example, if a project consistently experiences delays during a particular phase, data analysis 

may reveal patterns related to staffing shortages, unclear requirements, or communication 

issues. Similarly, if manufacturing defects increase during specific shifts, the problem may 

involve training differences, equipment calibration, or environmental conditions. By using data 

to investigate variation, organisations move beyond guesswork and make decisions based on 

objective evidence. 

 

Control charts are one tool commonly used to monitor process variation. These charts help 

organisations track process performance over time and identify unusual patterns or 

abnormalities. Control charts distinguish between normal variation and signals 

that indicate potential problems. If data points remain within expected limits, the process is 

considered stable. However, if unusual patterns or extreme values appear, organisations 

investigate the source of variation to determine whether corrective action is necessary. 

 

Understanding variation also requires organisations to examine the processes themselves. Many 

operational problems result from weaknesses in procedures, workflows, or system design rather 

than individual employee actions. However, organisations often fall into the trap of assigning 

blame instead of analysing the process. When a problem occurs, managers may focus 

on identifying the person responsible rather than understanding why the system allowed the 

issue to happen. 

“You make sure the process is stable before you go into capability.” 
- Michael McLean 
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This blame-oriented mindset creates fear and discourages employees from reporting problems 

openly. Workers may hide mistakes, avoid accountability, or hesitate to share concerns because 

they fear criticism or punishment. As a result, valuable information about process weaknesses 

may remain hidden. In contrast, organisations that focus on systems and root causes encourage 

transparency and learning. 

 

Root cause analysis is a structured method used to identify the underlying reasons why 

problems occur. Rather than treating symptoms, root cause analysis seeks to understand the 

deeper factors that contribute to variation and failure. This approach is essential because many 

organisations problems are interconnected and influenced by multiple contributing factors. 

 

One widely used root cause analysis method is the “5 Whys” technique. This method involves 

repeatedly asking “Why?” until the fundamental cause of the problem becomes clear. For 

example, imagine a project deadline was missed. The immediate explanation may be that tasks 

were completed late. Asking “Why?” might reveal that employees lacked required information. 

Asking “Why?” again could show that communication between departments was ineffective.  

 

Further questioning may identify unclear reporting structures or poor project planning as the 

deeper issue. Through this process, organisations move beyond surface-level explanations and 

uncover systemic weaknesses. 

 

Fishbone diagrams, also known as Ishikawa diagrams, are another valuable root cause analysis 

tool. These diagrams organise potential causes into categories such as people, methods, 

materials, machines, environment, and management. By exploring all possible contributing 

factors, teams gain a more comprehensive understanding of the issue. Fishbone diagrams are 

particularly useful for complex problems involving multiple variables and departments. 

 

Documentation also plays an important role in understanding variation and root causes. 

Procedures, work instructions, process maps, and operational standards define how work 

should be performed. When documentation is outdated, incomplete, or ignored, employees may 

perform tasks inconsistently, increasing variation and creating opportunities for 

errors. Inconsistent methods make it difficult for organisations to determine whether problems 

result from process weaknesses or individual actions. 
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Figure 7: From Process Variation to Root Cause Identification - distinguishing common and 
special causes to support structured analysis and continuous improvement. 
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Standardised documentation reduces variation by establishing clear expectations and 

consistent procedures. It also supports investigations by allowing organisations to compare 

actual performance against defined standards. If employees follow different methods for 

completing the same task, identifying the true source of problems becomes far more difficult. 

 

Training and competitiveness are equally important in reducing variation. Employees who lack 

proper training may perform tasks incorrectly or inconsistently, leading to quality issues and 

operational inefficiencies. Effective organisations ensure that employees understand 

procedures, quality standards, and problem-solving methods. Ongoing training also helps 

organisations adapt to technological changes, updated processes, and evolving customer 

requirements. 

 

Communication is another major factor influencing process variation. Poor communication 

often results in misunderstandings, conflicting priorities, duplicated work, and project delays. In 

complex organisations, information frequently passes through multiple departments or 

management levels, increasing the risk of errors or incomplete messages. Clear communication 

channels help ensure that employees receive accurate information and understand 

expectations consistently. 

 

Cross-functional collaboration is especially important when investigating root causes. Problems 

often involve multiple departments, meaning no single team has complete visibility into the 

issue. Collaboration allows employees from different areas to share 

perspectives, identify hidden factors, and develop more effective solutions. Organisations that 

encourage teamwork and open discussion are better equipped to address complex operational 

challenges. 

 

Leadership also influences how organisations manage variation and root causes. Effective 

leaders create environments where employees feel safe reporting issues and participating in 

investigations. They emphasise learning and process improvement rather than blame and 

punishment. Leaders also support continuous improvement by providing resources, training, 

and guidance for structured problem-solving activities. 
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Organisations that successfully manage process variation understand that improvement is an 

ongoing effort rather than a one-time event. Processes must be monitored continuously to 

ensure stability and identify new sources of variation as conditions change. Continuous 

improvement initiatives help organisations strengthen systems, reduce waste, improve quality, 

and enhance customer satisfaction. 

 

Structured methodologies such as PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-Act) support ongoing improvement 

efforts. During the planning stage, teams identify problems, collect data, and analyse variation. 

The “Do” phase involves testing solutions on a small scale. The “Check” stage evaluates results 

and determines whether improvements were successful. Finally, the “Act” phase standardises 

effective solutions and integrates them into organisations processes. This cycle promotes 

continuous learning and systematic improvement. 

 

Ultimately, understanding process variation and root causes is essential for effective 

organisations management. Organisations that focus only on symptoms remain trapped in 

cycles of recurring problems and reactive decision-making. In contrast, organisations that 

analyse variation systematically and investigate root causes develop stronger, more reliable 

systems. 

 

The purpose of root cause analysis is not to assign blame but to improve processes and prevent 

recurrence. When organisations focus on learning, data, and continuous improvement, they 

strengthen operational performance and build resilience against future challenges. Employees 

become more engaged because they see that problem-solving leads to meaningful 

improvements rather than punishment. 

 

As organisations face increasingly complex environments, the ability to understand variation 

and identify root causes becomes a critical competitive advantage. Companies that master 

these skills improve quality, reduce costs, increase efficiency, and deliver more consistent 

project outcomes. More importantly, they create cultures where continuous improvement, 

collaboration, and organisations learning become central to long-term success. 
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Chapter 8: Learning from Industry Examples and Case Studies 
 

Projects and organisations operations rarely proceed without challenges. Delays, quality issues, 

communication failures, equipment breakdowns, and unexpected disruptions are common 

in nearly every industry. However, while problems themselves are unavoidable, the way 

organisations respond to those problems determines whether they improve or continue 

repeating the same mistakes. One of the most significant barriers to effective problem-solving is 

the failure to understand process variation and root causes. Many organisations focus only on 

visible symptoms rather than investigating why the issue occurred in the first place. As a result, 

temporary fixes are implemented while the real causes remain unresolved. 

 

In many workplaces, teams respond to problems through “firefighting.” When deadlines are 

threatened or defects appear, employees rush to restore operations as quickly as possible. 

Immediate action is often necessary to reduce operational disruptions, satisfy customers, 

or maintain productivity. However, while quick fixes may solve short-term issues, they rarely 

address the deeper causes of failure. Over time, the same problems return, often becoming more 

severe and expensive to resolve. This repeated cycle wastes organisations resources, increases 

employee frustration, and weakens overall performance. 

 

Organisations that rely heavily on reactive problem-solving often develop unstable systems. 

Employees become accustomed to dealing with emergencies instead of preventing them. 

Resources are consumed by repeated corrections, overtime work, and customer complaints. 

Managers spend large amounts of time responding to operational crises, leaving little 

opportunity for strategic planning or long-term improvement. In these environments, stress 

levels increase, communication becomes strained, and productivity declines. This 

situation demonstrates why organisations must move beyond short-term fixes and focus on 

understanding and improving the systems that create recurring problems. 

 

Understanding process variation is essential for breaking this cycle. Every process contains 

some degree of variation because no activity is performed exactly the same way every 

time. Human performance, machine conditions, environmental factors, communication quality, 

and resource availability all influence process outcomes. Some variation is expected and 

natural, while other forms indicate deeper problems within the system. Organisations that fail 
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to recognise and control variation often experience inconsistent quality, unpredictable 

performance, and recurring operational failures. 

Process variation affects organisations in many ways. In manufacturing industries, variation may 

appear as inconsistent product dimensions, defects, or fluctuating production speeds. In service 

industries, variation may involve inconsistent customer experiences, delays in service delivery, 

or communication errors. In project management, variation may appear in budget performance, 

project timelines, resource allocation, or work quality. Regardless of the industry, variation 

directly influences organisations efficiency, reliability, and customer satisfaction.  

 

 

 

 

There are two primary categories of process variation: common cause variation and special 

cause variation. Common cause variation refers to the normal fluctuations built into a stable 

process. These variations occur naturally because of how the system operates. For example, 

slight differences in employee speed, machine output, or processing times may exist even under 

normal operating conditions. Common cause variation is generally predictable and can only be 

reduced by improving the process itself. 

 

Special cause variation, however, occurs when unusual factors disrupt normal operations. 

These disruptions are not expected within a stable system and usually indicate specific 

problems requiring investigation. Examples include equipment failures, missing materials, 

software malfunctions, staffing shortages, or sudden communication breakdowns. Unlike 

common cause variation, special cause variation often appears unexpectedly and can 

significantly impact quality and performance. 

 

Organisations that fail to distinguish between these types of variation frequently make poor 

decisions. Managers may react too aggressively to normal fluctuations, creating unnecessary 

process changes that increase instability. On the other hand, they may ignore significant 

abnormalities because they assume the variation is part of normal operations. Effective 

organisations rely on data and structured analysis to determine whether observed 

variation represents routine conditions or signals deeper operational problems. 

 

“You have to adapt this stuff to suit your own culture.” 
- Michael McLean 
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One major reason organisations struggle to manage variation effectively is the absence of 

structured thinking. When operational problems occur, teams often respond quickly without 

gathering enough evidence. Meetings may be dominated by assumptions, emotions, or personal 

opinions rather than objective analysis. Different team members may have conflicting 

interpretations of the issue, leading to confusion and ineffective solutions. In many cases, 

corrective actions are implemented before the organisation fully understands the actual cause 

of the problem. 

 

Structured thinking provides a disciplined and systematic approach to analysing problems. 

Instead of relying on assumptions, organisations collect evidence, examine data, and evaluate 

process performance carefully. Structured methods encourage employees to focus on facts and 

measurable information rather than speculation. This approach improves decision-making and 

reduces the risk of implementing solutions that fail to address the real issue. 

 

Data collection plays a critical role in understanding process variation and identifying root 

causes. Reliable information allows organisations to detect patterns, identify trends, and 

evaluate process performance over time. Metrics such as defect rates, downtime frequency, 

customer complaints, productivity levels, and project delays provide valuable insights into 

operational effectiveness. Without data, organisations often rely on guesswork, increasing the 

likelihood of inaccurate conclusions. 

 

For example, if a company experiences recurring delivery delays, data analysis may reveal that 

the delays occur primarily during certain production shifts or after specific operational changes. 

Further investigation might identify insufficient staffing, unclear scheduling procedures, or 

equipment maintenance issues as contributing factors. By using data systematically, 

organisations can identify the true sources of variation rather than relying on assumptions. 

 

Control charts are one useful tool for monitoring variation. These charts help organisations track 

process performance over time and identify unusual trends or abnormalities. Control charts 

distinguish between normal variation and signals that indicate potential process instability. If 

data remains within expected control limits, the process is considered stable. However, patterns 

such as sudden spikes, repeated fluctuations, or values outside control limits suggest that 

special causes may be affecting performance. 
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Understanding variation also requires organisations to analyse their processes carefully. Many 

operational problems are caused not by individual mistakes but by weaknesses within the 

system itself. Poorly designed procedures, unclear instructions, inadequate communication, 

inconsistent documentation, and insufficient training are common sources of operational 

variation. However, organisations often focus on blaming individuals rather than improving the 

system. 

 

This blame-oriented culture creates fear and discourages employees from reporting issues 

honestly. Workers may hide mistakes or avoid discussing concerns because they fear 

punishment or criticism. As a result, organisations lose valuable opportunities 

to identify process weaknesses and implement meaningful improvements. In contrast, 

organisations that focus on systems and root causes create environments where employees feel 

safe participating in investigations and improvement activities. 

 

Root cause analysis is one of the most effective methods for identifying underlying causes of 

operational problems. Instead of addressing only visible symptoms, root cause analysis seeks 

to determine why the issue occurred in the first place. This approach recognises that many 

problems are interconnected and influenced by multiple contributing factors. 

 

One commonly used root cause analysis method is the “5 Whys” technique. This method 

involves repeatedly asking “Why?” until the deeper cause becomes clear. For example, if a 

project misses a deadline, the first explanation may be delayed task completion.  

 

Asking “Why?” may reveal unclear requirements. Asking “Why?” again 

could identify communication failures between departments. Further questioning might reveal 

poor project planning or inadequate management systems as the fundamental issue. Through 

this method, organisations uncover systemic weaknesses instead of focusing only on immediate 

symptoms. 

 

Fishbone diagrams, also known as Ishikawa diagrams, are another valuable root cause analysis 

tool. These diagrams categorise potential causes into areas such as people, methods, materials, 

machines, environment, and management. This structured approach helps teams examine all  
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possible contributing factors systematically. Fishbone diagrams are especially useful for 

complex problems involving multiple departments or operational variables. 

 

Documentation is another essential component of effective process management. Procedures, 

work instructions, quality standards, and process maps define how work should be performed. 

When documentation is incomplete, outdated, or inconsistent, employees may follow different 

methods for completing the same task. This inconsistency increases variation and creates 

opportunities for defects and operational inefficiencies. 

 

 

Figure 8: From Industry Examples to Actionable Insights-  applying lessons 
from real-world case studies to strengthen problem-solving and improvement 
practices. 
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Standardised documentation helps reduce variation by establishing clear expectations and 

consistent procedures. It also supports root cause investigations because organisations can 

compare actual performance against documented standards. 

Furthermore, accurate documentation improves training and knowledge transfer, reducing 

dependence on individual experience or memory. 

 

Training and competency development are equally important for reducing variation and 

improving operational consistency. Employees who lack proper training may perform tasks 

incorrectly or inconsistently, increasing the likelihood of defects and delays. Effective 

organisations invest in ongoing education to ensure employees understand operational 

standards, quality requirements, and structured problem-solving methods. 

 

Communication also significantly influences process performance. Poor communication often 

leads to misunderstandings, duplicated effort, conflicting priorities, and project delays. In large 

organisations, information may pass through multiple departments or management levels, 

increasing the risk of incomplete or inaccurate communication. Clear communication channels 

help ensure employees receive consistent instructions and understand operational 

expectations. 

 

Cross-functional collaboration is particularly important during root cause investigations. Many 

organisations problems involve interactions between multiple departments, meaning no single 

team has complete visibility into the issue. Collaboration allows employees to share 

knowledge, identify hidden factors, and develop more effective solutions. Organisations that 

encourage teamwork and open communication are generally more successful at resolving 

complex operational challenges. 

 

Leadership plays a crucial role in shaping how organisations approach variation and root cause 

analysis. Effective leaders create cultures that emphasis learning, collaboration, and continuous 

improvement rather than blame and punishment. They encourage employees to report issues 

openly, participate in investigations, and contribute improvement ideas. Leaders also support 

structured problem-solving efforts by providing resources, training, and guidance. 
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Organisations that successfully manage process variation recognise that improvement is a 

continuous process rather than a one-time activity. Processes must be monitored regularly to 

ensure stability and identify new sources of variation as operational conditions evolve. 

Continuous improvement initiatives help organisations strengthen systems, improve efficiency, 

reduce waste, and enhance customer satisfaction. 

 

Structured methodologies such as PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-Act) support continuous improvement 

by providing a systematic framework for testing and implementing solutions. During the planning 

phase, organisations identify problems, collect data, and analyse variation. The “Do” phase 

involves testing solutions on a limited scale. The “Check” phase evaluates results 

to determine whether the solution achieved the desired outcome. Finally, the “Act” phase 

standardises successful improvements and integrates them into normal operations. This cycle 

encourages continuous learning and systematic improvement. 

 

Organisations that consistently apply root cause analysis and process improvement develop 

stronger operational systems and more resilient organisations’ cultures. Employees become 

more engaged because they see that problem-solving leads to meaningful improvements rather 

than blame or punishment. Over time, organisations improve quality, reduce operational costs, 

increase productivity, and strengthen customer satisfaction. 

 

Ultimately, the goal of understanding process variation and root causes is not merely to solve 

isolated problems but to strengthen the entire organisations system. Companies that focus on 

learning, collaboration, data analysis, and continuous improvement build long-term competitive 

advantages. They become more adaptable, more efficient, and more capable of responding 

effectively to future challenges. 

 

As industries continue to evolve and organisations complexity increases, the ability to analyse 

variation and identify root causes will remain a critical management skill. Organisations that 

master these capabilities create cultures where continuous improvement becomes part of 

everyday operations. In doing so, they position themselves for sustained success, operational 

excellence, and long-term organisations growth. 
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Chapter 9: The DAXS Methodology for Problem-solving 

 

Projects frequently encounter problems, yet many organisations struggle to resolve them 

effectively. One of the most common reasons is that teams attempt to solve symptoms instead 

of clearly defining the underlying issue. In many workplaces, teams respond to pressure by 

“firefighting.” When a deadline is at risk or a defect appears, the immediate reaction is to fix the 

visible issue quickly. While this approach may restore short-term progress, it rarely prevents the 

problem from recurring. Over time, the same issues reappear, often with greater complexity, 

leading to delays, additional costs, reduced quality, and employee frustration. 

 

A major contributor to ineffective problem-solving is the absence of structured thinking. Teams 

may gather quickly to discuss a problem, but without a defined framework, discussions become 

scattered and unproductive. Each participant may have a different interpretation of the issue 

based on personal experience, assumptions, or incomplete information. As a result, 

organisations often implement solutions before the true nature of the problem is fully 

understood. This creates a cycle where temporary fixes replace long-term improvement, 

preventing organisations from addressing the root causes of recurring issues. 

 

Another challenge is the tendency to assign blame rather than investigate processes. When 

problems occur, many organisations focus on identifying the person responsible instead of 

understanding how the system allowed the problem to happen. However, most operational 

issues originate from weaknesses in procedures, communication, documentation, training, or 

process design. By focusing on individuals rather than systems, organisations miss valuable 

opportunities to improve their operations and prevent future failures. 

 

Documentation also plays a critical role in effective problem-solving. Procedures, work 

instructions, standards, and process maps define how work should be performed. When these 

documents are ignored, outdated, incomplete, or poorly designed, employees may perform 

tasks inconsistently. This inconsistency introduces variation into the process, increasing the 

likelihood of defects, delays, and misunderstandings. Effective organisations recognise that 

standardised documentation supports consistency, quality, and operational stability. 
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Because of these recurring challenges, organisations require a structured methodology that 

guides teams through problem identification, analysis, solution development, and continuous 

improvement. One such approach is the DAXS Methodology for Problem-solving. DAXS is a 

systematic framework designed to help organisations solve problems in a disciplined, data-

driven, and sustainable manner. The methodology emphasise s understanding 

processes, identifying root causes, analysing data, and implementing solutions that strengthen 

the entire system rather than simply addressing symptoms. 

 

The DAXS methodology consists of four major stages: Define, Analyse , Execute, and Sustain. 

Each stage plays a critical role in ensuring that organisations approach problems systematically 

and develop effective long-term solutions. Together, these stages create a structured framework 

that improves organisations learning, operational consistency, and continuous improvement. 

 

 

 

 

Define Phase 

The first stage of the DAXS methodology is the Define phase. This stage focuses 

on identifying and understanding the problem clearly before any solutions are proposed. Many 

organisations fail during problem-solving efforts because they begin implementing corrective 

actions too quickly without fully understanding the issue. The Define phase prevents this mistake 

by emphasising careful problem definition and information gathering. 

 

During this phase, organisations identify the scope, impact, and symptoms of the problem. 

Teams collect initial information, clarify objectives, and determine why the issue is important. 

Defining the problem accurately requires asking key questions such as: 

• What exactly is happening? 

• When and where does the problem occur?  

• Who is affected?  

• How often does the issue occur?  

• What impact does the problem have on quality, cost, delivery, or customer 

satisfaction?  

 

“You’ve got to get the evidence about what is actually the problem… then make sure 
we have the right causes, the solutions and implementations, and the last part is we 

standardise it.” - Michael McLean 
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These questions help organisations separate facts from assumptions and establish a clear 

understanding of the issue. A well-defined problem statement should be specific, measurable, 

and objective. Instead of saying, “The project is failing,” a better problem statement would be, 

“Project completion has been delayed by two weeks due to repeated communication 

breakdowns between departments.” 

 

The Define phase also involves understanding the current process. Organisations may create 

process maps, review procedures, observe operations, and gather feedback from employees 

involved in the process. This step is important because organisations cannot improve 

a process they do not fully understand. Process mapping helps teams visualise 

workflows, identify bottlenecks, and detect areas where variation occurs. 

Data collection begins during this stage as well. Initial performance metrics such as defect rates, 

downtime frequency, customer complaints, or project delays provide baseline information that 

helps teams measure future improvements. Accurate data ensures that decisions are based on 

evidence rather than assumptions. 

 

Analyse Phase 

The second stage of the DAXS methodology is the Analyse phase. Once the problem has been 

clearly defined, organisations investigate the underlying causes contributing to the issue. This 

phase is essential because solving symptoms without understanding root causes leads to 

recurring problems and ineffective solutions. 

 

The Analyse phase focuses on identifying process variation, system weaknesses, and 

contributing factors. Teams gather additional data, examine trends, and evaluate how the 

process operates under different conditions. Analytical tools such as root cause analysis, the “5 

Whys” technique, Pareto analysis, fishbone diagrams, and control charts may be used during 

this stage. 

 

Root cause analysis is particularly important because many organisations problems have 

multiple contributing factors. For example, a project delay may initially appear to result from 

employee performance issues. However, deeper analysis may reveal unclear procedures, 

insufficient staffing, poor communication, or unrealistic schedules as the actual causes. 
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The “5 Whys” technique helps teams move beyond surface-level explanations. By repeatedly 

asking “Why?” organisations uncover deeper process weaknesses. For instance: 

• Why was the project delayed? Because tasks were completed late.  

• Why were tasks completed late? Because employees lacked information.  

• Why did employees lack information? Because communication between 

departments failed.  

• Why did communication fail? Because reporting procedures were unclear.  

• Why were procedures unclear? Because process documentation was outdated.  

This method helps organisations identify the fundamental issue rather than treating symptoms 

alone 

 

Data analysis is another important component of the Analyse phase. Teams review performance 

metrics, identify patterns, and compare current performance against standards or expectations. 

This evidence-based approach improves decision-making and reduces reliance on assumptions 

or opinions. 

 

The Analyse phase also encourages collaboration across departments. Since many 

organisations problems involve multiple functions, employees from different areas contribute 

valuable perspectives and insights. Cross-functional collaboration improves problem 

understanding and increases the likelihood of identifying accurate root causes. 

 

Execute Phase 

The third stage of the DAXS methodology is the Execute phase. After identifying the root causes 

of the problem, organisations develop and implement corrective actions designed to eliminate 

or reduce those causes. This phase transforms analysis into practical improvement. 

 

One of the key principles of the Execute phase is controlled implementation. Instead of 

introducing large-scale changes immediately, organisations often test solutions on a smaller 

scale first. This approach reduces risk and allows teams to evaluate the effectiveness of 

proposed solutions before broader implementation.  

 

Corrective actions may involve: 

• Revising procedures or work instructions  
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• Improving communication channels 

• Providing additional employee training  

• Updating documentation  

• Adjusting workflows or resource allocation  

• Implementing new technology or automation  

• Improving project planning and scheduling methods  

 

For example, if analysis reveals that poor communication contributes to project delays, 

organisations may establish standardised reporting systems, conduct regular coordination 

meetings, or implement collaborative software tools to improve information sharing. 

 

Figure 9 The DAXS Methodology for Problem Solving — progressing 
from clear problem definition and analysis through execution and 
sustained improvement. 
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Employee involvement is particularly important during the Execute phase. Employees who 

perform the work daily often provide valuable insights regarding practical implementation 

challenges. Their participation also increases acceptance of changes and reduces resistance to 

improvement initiatives. 

 

Monitoring and measurement are essential during execution. Organisations track performance 

indicators to determine whether implemented solutions produce the desired results. Metrics 

such as reduced defect rates, improved productivity, fewer delays, or increased customer 

satisfaction help evaluate success objectively. 

 

Communication during this stage is equally important. Leaders must clearly explain why changes 

are being implemented, what improvements are expected, and how employees will be supported 

throughout the process. Transparent communication helps reduce uncertainty and strengthens 

organisations commitment to improvement efforts. 

 

Sustain Phase 

The final stage of the DAXS methodology is the Sustain phase. Many organisations successfully 

solve problems temporarily but fail to maintain improvements over time. Employees may 

gradually return to previous habits, causing old problems to reappear. The Sustain phase 

focuses on preventing recurrence and ensuring that improvements become part of normal 

operations. 

Standardisation is a critical activity during this stage. Successful solutions are documented 

through updated procedures, work instructions, training materials, and operational standards. 

Standardisation ensures that improved methods are consistently followed across the 

organisation. 

 

Training also plays an important role in sustaining improvements. Employees must understand 

new procedures, quality expectations, and operational changes. Ongoing training helps 

reinforce correct practices and supports long-term consistency 

Monitoring continues during the Sustain phase as organisations track performance metrics to 

ensure that improvements remain effective. Regular audits, reviews, and performance 
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evaluations help detect signs of recurring variation or declining compliance. Early detection 

allows organisations to respond proactively before problems become severe again. 

 

Continuous improvement is another important component of sustainability. Organisations 

recognise that processes must continue evolving as operational conditions, technologies, and 

customer expectations change. Therefore, the Sustain phase encourages ongoing learning and 

refinement rather than assuming the problem-solving effort is permanently complete. 

 

Leadership support remains essential throughout this phase. Leaders reinforce accountability, 

encourage employee participation, and ensure that improvement efforts remain aligned with 

organisations goals. When leadership consistently supports process improvement, employees 

are more likely to maintain disciplined problem-solving behaviors. 

 

Benefits of the DAXS Methodology 

The DAXS methodology provides several important benefits for organisations . First, it improves 

problem definition and reduces the likelihood of implementing ineffective solutions. By 

emphasising structured analysis and data-driven investigation, organisations make better 

decisions based on objective evidence. 

 

Second, the methodology promotes root cause identification rather than symptom correction. 

This reduces recurring problems and strengthens long-term operational performance. Third, 

DAXS encourages collaboration, communication, and employee involvement, improving 

organisations learning and teamwork. 

 

The methodology also supports consistency and standardisation through documentation, 

training, and performance monitoring. These practices reduce variation, improve quality, and 

increase operational reliability. Furthermore, DAXS creates a culture of continuous improvement 

by encouraging organisations to treat problems as opportunities for learning and system 

enhancement. 

 

Conclusion 

The DAXS methodology provides organisations with a structured and disciplined framework for 

solving problems effectively. Instead of reacting emotionally or implementing temporary fixes, 
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organisations following DAXS focus on defining problems clearly, analysing root causes 

carefully, executing solutions systematically, and sustaining improvements over time. 

 

In today’s increasingly complex business environment, organisations must move beyond 

reactive problem-solving and adopt methods that strengthen operational systems continuously. 

The DAXS methodology supports this objective by combining structured thinking, data analysis, 

collaboration, and continuous improvement into a practical problem-solving framework. 

 

Ultimately, the purpose of the DAXS methodology is not merely to solve individual problems but 

to create stronger, more resilient organisations . When organisations focus  

on processes, learning, and systematic improvement, they improve quality, reduce waste, 

strengthen teamwork, and achieve more consistent project outcomes. Through disciplined 

problem-solving, organisations transform challenges into opportunities for long-term growth and 

operational excellence. 
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Chapter 10: Applying PDCA and Continuous Improvement in 

Organisations  
 

Projects frequently encounter problems, yet many organisations struggle to resolve them 

effectively. One of the most common reasons is that teams attempt to solve symptoms instead 

of clearly defining the underlying issue. In many workplaces, teams respond to pressure by 

“firefighting.” When a deadline is at risk or a defect appears, the immediate reaction is to fix the 

visible issue quickly. While this approach may restore short-term progress, it rarely prevents the 

problem from recurring. Over time, the same issues reappear, often with greater complexity, 

causing delays, increased costs, reduced quality, and operational inefficiencies. 

 

A major contributor to ineffective problem-solving is the absence of structured thinking. Teams 

may gather quickly to discuss a problem, but without a defined framework, discussions often 

become scattered and unproductive. Different employees may have different assumptions 

about the cause of the issue, resulting in confusion and conflicting solutions. In many cases, 

organisations implement corrective actions before fully understanding the actual problem. As a 

result, the root causes remain unresolved, and the same issues continue to occur repeatedly. 

 

Another challenge organisations face is the tendency to assign blame instead of analysing 

processes. When a problem occurs, attention is often directed toward identifying the employee 

responsible rather than understanding how the system allowed the issue to happen. However, 

most operational problems are not caused solely by individuals. They are usually the result of 

weaknesses in procedures, communication systems, documentation, training, or process 

design. By focusing on blame instead of process improvement, organisations miss opportunities 

to strengthen their systems and prevent future failures. 

 

Documentation also plays a critical role in effective problem-solving and operational 

consistency. Procedures, work instructions, process maps, and quality standards define how 

work should be performed. When these documents are outdated, incomplete, ignored, or poorly 

designed, employees may perform tasks inconsistently. This inconsistency increases variation, 

leading to defects, delays, misunderstandings, and reduced performance. Organisations 
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that maintain accurate and standardised documentation improve consistency, support training, 

and create more stable operational systems. 

 

Effective problem-solving begins with understanding the current process and identifying where 

variation occurs. Without understanding how work is actually being performed, organisations 

risk implementing changes that create additional problems. Structured approaches such as 

PDCA, root cause analysis, and data-driven investigation help organisations move beyond 

assumptions and reactive decision-making. These methods encourage teams to collect 

evidence, analyse processes carefully, and implement solutions systematically. 

 

Among the most widely recognised continuous improvement methodologies is the PDCA cycle, 

which stands for Plan, Do, Check, and Act. Developed as a structured approach to process 

improvement and quality management, PDCA provides organisations with a systematic 

framework for identifying problems, testing solutions, evaluating results, and sustaining 

improvements. The PDCA cycle supports continuous learning and helps organisations create 

long-term operational stability. 

 

 

 

 

Understanding the PDCA Cycle 

The PDCA cycle is based on the principle that improvement should occur continuously rather 

than through occasional large-scale changes. Instead of reacting to problems only after they 

become severe, organisations using PDCA actively analyse processes, identify opportunities for 

improvement, and test solutions in a disciplined manner. This approach reduces waste, 

improves quality, increases efficiency, and strengthens organisations learning. The four stages 

of the PDCA cycle work together as a continuous loop: 

1. Plan  

2. Do  

3. Check  

4. Act  

Each stage plays an important role in ensuring that improvements are implemented effectively 

and sustained over time. 

“You study and you learn about a process.” — Michael McLean 
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The Plan Phase 

The first stage of the PDCA cycle is the Plan phase. This phase focuses on understanding the 

problem, collecting data, identifying root causes, and developing potential solutions. Many 

organisations fail during improvement efforts because they rush directly into implementation 

without proper analysis. The Plan phase prevents this mistake by emphasising careful 

preparation and structured investigation. 

 

During this phase, organisations clearly define the problem and determine its impact on 

operations, quality, cost, delivery, or customer satisfaction. Teams gather relevant data, review 

documentation, observe processes, and identify areas where variation occurs. Root cause 

analysis tools such as the “5 Whys,” fishbone diagrams, Pareto charts, and process mapping are 

commonly used during planning activities. 

 

For example, if a manufacturing company experiences recurring defects, the planning phase may 

involve collecting defect data, reviewing machine performance records, interviewing employees, 

and analysing production procedures. This investigation helps the organisation understand 

whether the issue results from equipment problems, operator training, material quality, or 

process design weaknesses. 

The planning phase also includes establishing improvement objectives and defining measurable 

goals. Organisations identify what they want to achieve and how success will be measured. 

Clear objectives provide direction and help teams evaluate whether implemented solutions are 

effective. 

 

The Do Phase 

The second stage of the PDCA cycle is the Do phase. During this phase, organisations implement 

the proposed solution on a limited scale to test its effectiveness. Rather than introducing major 

changes immediately across the entire organisation, the PDCA methodology encourages 

controlled experimentation. Small-scale implementation reduces risk and allows teams to 

evaluate results before broader adoption. 

 

The Do phase may involve revising procedures, introducing new 

technologies, modifying workflows, improving communication systems, or conducting 

employee training programs. Employees involved in the process are often included in 
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implementation activities because they provide practical insights into operational challenges 

and improvement opportunities. 

 

For example, if communication breakdowns contribute to project delays, the organisation may 

test a new reporting system within one department before implementing it company-wide. 

Similarly, if production defects are linked to inconsistent machine settings, teams may  

standardise machine calibration procedures and observe the impact on product quality. 

 

Documentation during the Do phase is extremely important. Teams record observations, 

challenges, unexpected outcomes, and performance results throughout implementation. This 

information helps organisations understand how the changes affect operations 

and supports future decision-making. 

 

The Check Phase 

The third stage of the PDCA cycle is the Check phase. This stage focuses on evaluating the results 

of the implemented solution and comparing actual performance against expected outcomes. 

Organisations analyse performance data to determine whether the improvement effort 

successfully addressed the problem. 

 

During the Check phase, teams review metrics such as defect rates, cycle times, customer 

complaints, project delays, productivity levels, or equipment downtime. Data analysis helps 

organisations identify whether improvements have reduced variation and strengthened process 

performance. 

 

For example, if a company implemented new employee training procedures to reduce 

production errors, the Check phase would involve comparing defect rates before and after 

training implementation. If performance improves significantly, the solution may be considered 

successful. However, if results remain unsatisfactory, organisations may need to revise the 

approach or conduct additional root cause analysis. 

 

The Check phase also encourages reflection and organisations learning. Teams discuss what 

worked effectively, what challenges occurred, and what adjustments may be necessary. This 
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evaluation process helps organisations avoid repeating mistakes and improves future 

improvement initiatives. 

 

One of the key strengths of PDCA is that it emphasise s evidence-based decision-making. Instead 

of assuming a solution is successful, organisations verify effectiveness through measurable 

results. This approach improves accountability and reduces the likelihood of implementing 

ineffective changes 

 

The Act Phase 

The final stage of the PDCA cycle is the Act phase. During this phase, organisations  standardise 

successful improvements and integrate them into normal operations. If the tested solution 

proves effective, procedures, documentation, training materials, and operational standards are 

updated accordingly. 

 

Standardisation is essential because improvements are difficult to sustain without clear 

expectations and consistent implementation. Employees must understand the new procedures 

and follow them consistently to maintain long-term results. Training programs help reinforce 

changes and ensure that employees possess the necessary knowledge and skills. 

 

For example, if a revised scheduling process successfully reduces project delays, the 

organisation may update project management procedures, provide additional employee 

training, and establish performance monitoring systems to maintain the improvement. 

If the solution fails to achieve the desired results, organisations return to the planning stage and 

begin the PDCA cycle again. This continuous loop promotes ongoing learning and refinement. 

Rather than viewing unsuccessful outcomes as failures, organisations treat them as 

opportunities to gather additional information and improve future solutions. 

 

The Act phase also includes monitoring and continuous evaluation. Organisations continue 

tracking performance metrics to ensure that improvements remain effective over time. Regular 

audits, reviews, and employee feedback help identify signs of recurring variation or declining 

compliance before major problems develop. 
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PDCA and Continuous Improvement Culture 

The PDCA cycle is more than a technical problem-solving method; it also supports the 

development of a continuous improvement culture within organisations. Continuous 

improvement refers to the ongoing effort to enhance processes, systems, products, and services 

through small but consistent improvements over time. 

 

Organisations that embrace continuous improvement encourage employees at all levels 

to identify inefficiencies, report problems, and suggest solutions. Instead of viewing 

improvement as the responsibility of management alone, continuous improvement cultures 

recognise that employees who perform the work daily often possess valuable knowledge about 

operational challenges. 

 

Employee involvement strengthens improvement efforts because frontline workers understand 

practical process details that may not be visible to management. When employees participate in 

improvement activities, they become more engaged and committed to organisations success. 

Furthermore, collaboration across departments improves communication and helps 

organisations solve complex problems more effectively. 

 

Leadership also plays a critical role in sustaining continuous improvement efforts. Leaders 

influence whether employees view problems as opportunities for learning or sources of 

punishment. Effective leaders create environments where employees feel safe reporting issues 

and participating openly in investigations. 

 

Leaders support PDCA implementation by providing resources, training, guidance, and 

encouragement. They reinforce the importance of structured problem-solving and emphasise 

process improvement rather than blame. Leadership commitment is essential because 

continuous improvement requires long-term dedication and organisations discipline. 

 

Benefits of Applying PDCA in Organisations  

Organisations that apply the PDCA cycle consistently experience several important benefits. 

First, PDCA improves problem-solving effectiveness by ensuring that decisions are based on 

data and structured analysis rather than assumptions or emotional reactions. This reduces the 

likelihood of implementing ineffective solutions. 
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Second, PDCA helps organisations identify and eliminate root causes instead of repeatedly 

treating symptoms. By focusing on underlying process weaknesses, organisations reduce 

recurring problems and improve operational stability. 

 

Third, PDCA strengthens communication and collaboration across departments. Teams  work 

together to analyse problems, test solutions, and evaluate results, improving organisations 

learning and teamwork. 

 

Fourth, PDCA supports standardisation and consistency. Successful improvements are 

documented and integrated into operational procedures, reducing variation and improving 

quality. 

 

Finally, PDCA promotes a culture of continuous improvement where learning, adaptability, and 

process optimization become part of everyday operations. Organisations become more resilient 

and better prepared to respond to changing customer expectations, technological 

developments, and competitive pressures. 

 

 

Figure 10: The PDCA Continuous Improvement Cycle — Building a Culture of 
Learning and Improvement 
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Challenges in Applying PDCA 

Despite its benefits, organisations may encounter challenges when implementing PDCA. 

Resistance to change is one common obstacle. Employees may feel uncomfortable with new 

procedures or fear additional responsibilities. Some individuals prefer familiar routines and may 

resist improvement initiatives. 

 

Lack of leadership support can also weaken PDCA implementation. If leaders fail to provide 

resources, guidance, or consistent encouragement, improvement efforts may lose momentum 

quickly. Additionally, organisations that lack reliable data systems may struggle to measure 

performance accurately and evaluate improvement effectiveness. 

Another challenge involves impatience for immediate results. Continuous improvement requires 

time, discipline, and persistence. Organisations expecting instant success may abandon 

improvement efforts prematurely before meaningful benefits are achieved. 

 

Conclusion 

The PDCA cycle provides organisations with a powerful framework for structured problem-

solving and continuous improvement. By following the stages of Plan, Do, Check, and Act, 

organisations move beyond reactive decision-making and develop systematic approaches to 

improving performance. 

 

PDCA emphasise s careful analysis, data-driven investigation, controlled implementation, and 

continuous learning. These principles help organisations reduce variation, eliminate root 

causes, improve quality, and strengthen operational stability. More importantly, PDCA supports 

the development of organisations cultures where employees actively participate in problem-

solving and continuous improvement efforts. 

 

In today’s increasingly competitive and complex business environment, organisations must 

continuously adapt and improve to remain successful. The PDCA methodology provides a 

practical and disciplined approach for achieving this goal. Ultimately, the purpose of PDCA is not 

simply to solve individual problems but to create stronger systems, more resilient organisations 

, and a culture committed to long-term excellence and continuous learning. 
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Chapter 11: Focusing on the Process, Not Blaming People 

 

Projects and organisations operations frequently encounter challenges such as delays, quality 

issues, communication failures, equipment breakdowns, and unexpected disruptions. While 

these problems are common in nearly every industry, the effectiveness of an organisation 

is determined not by the absence of problems but by how those problems are addressed. Many 

organisations struggle to resolve issues effectively because they focus only on visible symptoms 

rather than identifying and eliminating the underlying causes. As a result, the same operational 

difficulties continue to reappear, often with greater complexity and more severe consequences. 

 

In many workplaces, teams respond to operational pressure through “firefighting.” When 

deadlines are threatened or defects occur, employees and managers rush to restore operations 

as quickly as possible. This reaction is understandable because organisations 

must maintain productivity, satisfy customers, and achieve performance targets. However, 

while emergency actions may restore short-term progress, they rarely address the deeper issues 

responsible for the problem. Over time, repeated firefighting creates instability, increases stress, 

consumes resources, and weakens organisations performance. 

 

One of the primary causes of ineffective problem-solving is the absence of structured thinking. 

Organisations often hold meetings immediately after problems occur, but without a clear 

framework, discussions become disorganised  and heavily influenced by assumptions or 

emotions. Different employees may interpret the issue differently based on their experiences or 

opinions. As a result, organisations frequently implement solutions before fully understanding 

the actual problem. Corrective actions may temporarily reduce visible symptoms, but the root 

causes remain unresolved, allowing the issue to return repeatedly. 

Another major challenge is the tendency to assign blame instead of investigating processes. In 

many organisations , attention is directed toward identifying the employee responsible for a 

mistake rather than analysing why the system allowed the problem to occur. However, most 

operational issues are not caused solely by individual failures.  

 

They are typically linked to weaknesses in communication systems, training programs, 

procedures, resource management, process design, or documentation. Organisations that 
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focus only on blaming individuals miss valuable opportunities to improve their systems and 

prevent future failures. 

 

Documentation plays a significant role in maintaining operational consistency and supporting 

effective problem-solving. Procedures, work instructions, process maps, and quality 

standards establish how tasks should be performed. When documentation is outdated, 

incomplete, poorly designed, or ignored, employees may perform the same task in different 

ways. This variation increases the likelihood of errors, delays, quality defects, and customer 

dissatisfaction. Organisations that maintain clear and standardised documentation create more 

stable systems and improve operational reliability.  

 

Effective problem-solving begins with understanding how work is actually performed and 

identifying where variation occurs. Organisations that implement changes without 

understanding the current process risk creating additional problems. Structured methodologies 

such as root cause analysis, data-driven investigation, and the PDCA cycle provide organisations 

with systematic approaches for understanding operational issues and implementing sustainable 

improvements. 

 

Among these methodologies, the PDCA cycle remains one of the most widely recognise d 

frameworks for continuous improvement. PDCA stands for Plan, Do, Check, and Act. This 

structured methodology encourages organisations to analyse problems carefully, test solutions 

systematically, evaluate results objectively, and sustain successful improvements over time. 

More importantly, PDCA supports the development of a continuous improvement culture where 

learning and process optimization become part of daily organisations activities. 

 

Understanding Continuous Improvement 

Continuous improvement is the ongoing effort to enhance processes, systems, products, and 

services through consistent and incremental changes. Instead of waiting for major operational 

failures before taking corrective action, organisations committed to continuous improvement 

actively identify inefficiencies and seek opportunities to improve performance continuously. 

 

Continuous improvement is important because organisations environments constantly evolve. 

Customer expectations change, technologies advance, markets become more competitive, and 
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operational demands increase. Organisations that fail to adapt often struggle 

to maintain quality, efficiency, and customer satisfaction. In contrast, organisations that 

embrace continuous improvement become more flexible, resilient, and capable of responding 

effectively to changing conditions. 

 

Continuous improvement also helps organisations reduce waste and improve efficiency. Waste 

may appear in many forms, including delays, unnecessary activities, duplicated work, 

communication failures, defects, excessive inventory, and inefficient resource utilization. By 

continuously evaluating and improving processes, organisations reduce operational 

inefficiencies and increase productivity. 

 

Another important advantage of continuous improvement is employee engagement. Employees 

who participate in identifying problems and suggesting improvements often feel more valued 

because their ideas contribute directly to organisations success. This involvement strengthens 

teamwork, communication, accountability, and organisations learning 

 

The Role of PDCA in Continuous Improvement 

The PDCA cycle provides organisations with a disciplined framework for continuous 

improvement. Instead of relying on assumptions or emotional reactions, PDCA emphasise s 

structured analysis, evidence-based decision-making, and systematic implementation. 

 

The four stages of the PDCA cycle work together as an ongoing process: 

1. Plan  

2. Do  

3. Check 

4. Act  

 

These stages form a continuous loop, meaning improvement efforts do not end after one cycle 

is completed. Instead, organisations continue evaluating performance, identifying new 

opportunities, and refining processes over time. 

 

The strength of PDCA lies in its simplicity and flexibility. The methodology can be applied to 

manufacturing operations, service industries, project management, healthcare, 
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education, logistics, and nearly every other organisations environment. Regardless of the 

industry, PDCA encourages disciplined thinking and continuous learning. 

 

The Planning Stage and Problem Definition 

The first stage of PDCA is the Plan phase. During this stage, organisations define the problem 

clearly, gather information, identify root causes, and develop possible solutions. Many 

organisations fail during improvement initiatives because they move directly into 

implementation without sufficient analysis. The planning stage prevents this mistake by 

emphasising careful investigation and preparation. 

 

Defining the problem accurately is one of the most important steps in the entire improvement 

process. A poorly defined problem leads to ineffective solutions because organisations may 

focus on symptoms instead of actual causes. Effective problem statements are specific, 

measurable, and objective. 

 

During the planning stage, organisations gather relevant data to understand the issue thoroughly. 

Data collection may involve reviewing operational records, observing processes, interviewing 

employees, analysing customer feedback, or evaluating performance metrics. Organisations 

also use tools such as process maps, Pareto charts, fishbone diagrams, and the “5 Whys” 

technique to identify root causes and process weaknesses. 

 

For example, if a company experiences recurring customer complaints regarding delivery delays, 

the planning stage may involve reviewing shipping records, analysing transportation schedules, 

interviewing logistics personnel, and identifying communication gaps between departments. 

Through structured analysis, the organisation may discover that unclear scheduling procedures 

or inventory shortages are contributing to delays. 

 

The planning stage also includes establishing improvement goals and performance indicators. 

Organisations determine what they want to achieve and how success will be measured. 

Clear objectives help teams remain focused and provide a basis for evaluating results later in the 

process. 
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Implementing Improvements Through the Do Phase 

The second stage of PDCA is the Do phase. During this stage, organisations implement the 

proposed solution on a controlled or limited scale. Instead of introducing major changes across 

the entire organisation immediately, PDCA encourages small-scale testing to reduce risk and 

evaluate effectiveness before broader implementation. 

 

The Do phase may involve revising procedures, introducing new technologies, conducting 

employee training, improving communication systems, or modifying workflows. Employees who 

perform the work daily are often involved in implementation activities because 

they possess valuable operational knowledge and practical insights. 

 

For example, if communication breakdowns contribute to project delays, an organisation may 

test a new reporting system within one department before expanding it company-wide. Similarly, 

if manufacturing defects result from inconsistent machine calibration, teams may introduce 

Standardised calibration procedures in one production area first. 

 

Documentation during implementation is critical. Organisations record observations, 

performance data, unexpected outcomes, and operational challenges throughout the testing 

process. This information supports future decision-making and helps organisations understand 

how the changes affect performance. 

 

Evaluating Results Through the Check Phase 

The third stage of PDCA is the Check phase. This stage focuses on evaluating whether the 

implemented solution achieved the desired outcomes. Organisations compare current 

performance against objectives established during the planning stage. 

 

Data analysis plays an important role during evaluation. Teams review performance indicators 

such as defect rates, customer complaints, productivity levels, project completion times, 

equipment downtime, or operational costs. By analysing measurable results, organisations 

determine whether the solution effectively reduced variation and improved performance. 

 

For example, if a company introduced employee training programs to reduce operational 

errors, the Check phase would involve comparing error rates before and after training 
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implementation. If the data shows improvement, the organisation may consider the solution 

successful. However, if performance remains unsatisfactory, additional analysis and 

adjustments may be required. 

 

The Check phase also encourages organisations learning. Teams discuss what worked 

effectively, what challenges occurred, and what lessons can be applied to future improvement 

initiatives. This reflection strengthens future decision-making and supports continuous learning. 

 

One of the most important strengths of PDCA is its emphasis on evidence-based evaluation. 

Instead of assuming that changes are successful, organisations verify effectiveness using 

measurable results and objective analysis. 

 

Sustaining Improvements Through the Act Phase 

The final stage of PDCA is the Act phase. During this stage, successful improvements are  

standardised and integrated into normal operations. Procedures, documentation, training 

materials, and quality standards are updated to reflect the improved methods. 

Standardisation is essential because improvements are difficult to sustain without clear 

guidance and consistent implementation. Employees must understand the revised procedures 

and apply them consistently across the organisation. Training programs help reinforce new 

practices and ensure long-term operational stability. 

 

For example, if revised project scheduling procedures successfully reduce delays, the 

organisation may update project management standards, establish monitoring systems, and 

provide additional employee training to maintain the improvement. 

 

If the implemented solution fails to achieve the desired results, organisations do not treat the 

effort as a failure. Instead, they return to the planning stage and begin the PDCA cycle again 

with additional analysis and modifications. This continuous cycle encourages ongoing Audits, 

reviews, employee feedback, and performance evaluations help identify recurring variation or 
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declining compliance before major issues develop. refinement and organisations learning. 

Monitoring continues during the Act phase as organisations track performance to ensure 

improvements remain effective over time.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: From Blame to Process-Focused Continuous Improvement Figure 11: From Blame to Process-Focused Continuous Improvement 
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Leadership and Organisations Culture 

The success of continuous improvement efforts depends heavily on organisations culture and 

leadership. Leaders influence whether employees view problems as opportunities for learning or 

as situations that result in blame and punishment. 

 

Effective leaders create environments where employees feel safe reporting problems, 

suggesting improvements, and participating openly in investigations. They encourage 

transparency, collaboration, and disciplined problem-solving. Leaders also provide the 

resources, training, and support necessary for successful improvement initiatives. 

 

Organisations with blame-oriented cultures often struggle to achieve continuous improvement 

because employees may hide mistakes or avoid discussing operational weaknesses. Fear 

discourages communication and prevents organisations from learning effectively. In contrast, 

organisations focused on process improvement create cultures where employees are 

encouraged to identify problems early and contribute to solutions. 

 

Leadership commitment is essential because continuous improvement requires long-term 

discipline and organisations consistency. Leaders must reinforce the importance of data-driven 

decision-making,  standardised procedures, and ongoing evaluation. 

 

Benefits of Continuous Improvement and PDCA 

Organisations that apply PDCA and continuous improvement principles consistently 

experience numerous benefits. Structured problem-solving improves operational efficiency, 

reduces recurring defects, and strengthens process reliability.  Standardised procedures reduce 

variation and improve product and service quality. 

 

Continuous improvement also enhances communication and collaboration because employees 

from multiple departments work together to analyse and solve problems. This teamwork 

improves organisations learning and strengthens employee engagement. 

Customer satisfaction improves as organisations deliver more consistent quality, faster 

response times, and more reliable performance. Reduced waste and improved efficiency also 

lower operational costs and increase profitability. 
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Most importantly, organisations that embrace continuous improvement become more 

adaptable and resilient. They are better prepared to respond to changing customer expectations, 

technological advancements, market competition, and operational challenges. 

 

Challenges in Sustaining Continuous Improvement 

Despite its benefits, sustaining continuous improvement can be difficult. Resistance to change 

is one common challenge because employees may prefer familiar routines or 

fear additional responsibilities associated with new procedures. 

 

Another challenge is the lack of leadership commitment. Without consistent support from 

management, improvement efforts may lose momentum and eventually disappear. 

Organisations may also struggle with insufficient data systems, making it difficult to measure 

performance accurately. 

 

Impatience for immediate results can also weaken improvement efforts. Continuous 

improvement is a long-term process that requires persistence, discipline, and gradual progress. 

Organisations expecting rapid transformation may become discouraged prematurely. 

 

Conclusion 

The PDCA cycle and continuous improvement principles provide organisations with powerful 

tools for strengthening operational performance and solving problems systematically. By 

emphasising structured analysis, data-driven investigation, controlled implementation, and 

ongoing evaluation, organisations move beyond reactive problem-solving and develop more 

stable and effective systems. 

 

More importantly, continuous improvement creates organisations cultures where learning, 

collaboration, and innovation become part of everyday operations. Employees become active 

participants in improvement efforts, while leaders support environments focused on growth 

rather than blame. 

 

In today’s increasingly complex and competitive business environment, organisations must 

continuously adapt and improve to remain successful. The PDCA methodology offers a 

disciplined and practical approach for achieving long-term operational excellence. Ultimately, 
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the purpose of continuous improvement is not merely to solve individual problems but to create 

stronger systems, more resilient organisations , and a culture committed to sustained learning, 

quality, and organisations success. 
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Chapter 12: Implementing Sustainable Improvements and 

Standardisation 

Projects frequently encounter problems, yet many organisations struggle to resolve them 

effectively. One of the most common reasons is that teams attempt to solve symptoms instead 

of clearly defining the underlying issue. In many workplaces, teams respond to pressure by 

“firefighting.” When a deadline is at risk or a defect appears, the immediate reaction is to fix the 

visible issue quickly. While this approach may restore short-term progress, it rarely prevents the 

problem from recurring. Over time, the same issues reappear, often with greater complexity, 

leading to delays, inefficiencies, increased costs, and reduced overall performance. 

 

A major contributor to ineffective problem-solving is the absence of structured thinking. Teams 

may gather quickly to discuss a problem, but without a defined framework, discussions often 

become scattered and inconsistent. Each participant may interpret the issue differently based 

on experience, assumptions, or incomplete information. As a result, organisations may 

implement solutions before fully understanding the actual problem. This leads to short-term 

fixes rather than long-term improvements, allowing root causes to remain unresolved. 

 

Another persistent challenge is the tendency to assign blame instead of analysing processes. 

When problems occur, attention is often directed toward identifying the individual responsible. 

However, most operational issues are not caused solely by human error. They are usually the 

result of weaknesses in systems such as procedures, communication channels, training, 

documentation, resource planning, or process design. By focusing on individuals rather than 

systems, organisations miss opportunities to improve overall performance and prevent recurring 

issues. 

 

Documentation plays a critical role in ensuring operational consistency and supporting effective 

problem-solving. Procedures, work instructions, process maps, and quality standards define 

how tasks should be performed within an organisation. When documentation is outdated, 

incomplete, unclear, or ignored, employees may perform the same tasks in different ways. This 

inconsistency introduces variation, which increases the likelihood of defects, delays, 

inefficiencies, and miscommunication. Strong documentation systems help organisations 

maintain consistency, support training, and establish clear expectations for performance. 
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Effective problem-solving begins with a deep understanding of the current process and careful 

identification of where variation occurs. Without this foundation, organisations risk 

implementing changes that may create additional problems elsewhere in the system. Structured 

methodologies such as PDCA, root cause analysis, process mapping, and data-driven 

investigation help organisations move beyond assumptions and develop evidence-based 

solutions. 

 

However, identifying and solving a problem is only part of the improvement journey. The real 

challenge lies in ensuring that improvements are sustained over time. Many organisations 

successfully implement corrective actions, only to see the same problems reappear months 

later. This occurs because improvements are not properly standardised, monitored, or 

reinforced. For this reason, implementing sustainable improvements and standardisation is a 

critical final step in any problem-solving process. 

 

Understanding Sustainable Improvements 

Sustainable improvements refer to changes that continue to deliver benefits over time without 

reverting to previous problems or inefficiencies. Sustainability ensures that improvements are 

not temporary fixes but lasting enhancements embedded into organisations systems and 

culture. 

 

Sustainability is important because organisations environments are dynamic. People change 

roles, new employees join, technologies evolve, and operational pressures fluctuate. Without 

proper standardisation, improvements can easily fade as employees revert to old habits or 

interpret processes differently. 

 

A sustainable improvement is one that becomes part of “how work is done,” rather than a 

temporary initiative. It is supported by documentation, training, monitoring, and leadership 

reinforcement. 
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The Role of Standardisation 

Standardisation is the foundation of sustainable improvement. It ensures that all employees 

follow consistent methods when performing tasks, reducing variation and improving 

predictability. 

 

Standardisation involves clearly defining: 

• Procedures for performing tasks 

• Step-by-step work instructions 

• Roles and responsibilities  

• Quality expectations and performance standards  

• Communication protocols  

• Measurement and reporting methods  

 

When processes are standardised, organisations reduce uncertainty and ensure that work is 

performed consistently regardless of who performs it. This consistency improves quality, 

reduces errors, and enhances efficiency. 

 

For example, if a company improves its project scheduling process, standardisation ensures that 

all project managers follow the same scheduling method, use the same tools, and report 

progress in a consistent format. Without standardisation, each manager may apply different 

approaches, leading to confusion and inconsistent results. 

 

 

 

Why Improvements Fail Without Standardisation 

Many organisations experience failure in sustaining improvements because they stop after 

implementation. While a solution may initially improve performance, the absence of 

standardisation leads to gradual decline. Common reasons improvements fail include: 

• Lack of updated documentation  

• Insufficient training for employees  

• Poor communication of new procedures  

• Resistance to change and reversion to old habits  

• Lack of monitoring and accountability  
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• Leadership disengagement after implementation  

Without reinforcement, employees naturally return to familiar ways of working, especially under 

pressure. This is why standardisation must be treated as a critical phase of the improvement 

process, not an optional step. 

 

Steps to Implement Sustainable Improvements 

Implementing sustainable improvements requires a structured and disciplined approach. 

Organisations must ensure that improvements are not only effective but also embedded into 

daily operations. 

1. Validate the Improvement 

Before standardising any change, organisations must confirm that the solution actually 

works. This involves reviewing performance data, comparing results before and after 

implementation, and ensuring that the root cause has been addressed. 

 

Validation ensures that only effective solutions are standardised, preventing the spread of 

ineffective practices. 

 

2. Update Documentation 

Once an improvement is validated, all relevant documentation must be updated. This includes: 

• Procedures  

• Work instructions  

• Process maps  

• Training manuals  

• Quality standards 

Updated documentation ensures that all employees have access to accurate and consistent 

information. 

 

3. Train Employees 

Training is essential for ensuring that employees understand and correctly apply new processes. 

Without training, even well-designed improvements may fail due to misunderstanding or 

inconsistent application. 

Training should include: 

• Explanation of the new process  
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• Demonstration of correct procedures  

• Hands-on practice where possible  

• Clarification of expectations and responsibilities  

Effective training ensures alignment across the organisation. 

 

4. Communicate Changes Clearly 

Clear communication is critical for successful implementation. Employees must understand 

what has changed, why the change was made, and how it impacts their work 

Transparent communication reduces resistance and builds trust in the improvement process. 

 

5. Implement Monitoring Systems 

Sustained improvements require ongoing monitoring to ensure continued effectiveness. 

Organisations should track relevant performance indicators such as: 

• Error rates  

• Process delays 

• Customer complaints  

• Productivity levels 

• Compliance with procedures  

Monitoring helps detect early signs of regression or non-compliance. 

 

6. Assign Ownership and Accountability 

Sustainable improvements require clear ownership. Specific individuals or teams should be 

responsible for maintaining the new process, ensuring compliance, and addressing issues when 

they arise. 

Without accountability, improvements may gradually weaken over time. 

 

7. Conduct Regular Audits and Reviews 

Regular audits help verify that  standardised processes are being followed correctly. Reviews 

also help identify opportunities for further improvement. 

Audits reinforce discipline and ensure that standards are not ignored or bypassed. 

 

Standardisation and Organisations Learning 
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Standardisation does not mean rigidity. Instead, it provides a stable foundation for continuous 

learning and improvement. Once processes are standardised, organisations can better measure 

performance, identify variations, and introduce further enhancements. Standardisation also 

preserves organisations knowledge. Without it, knowledge remains dependent on individuals, 

which creates risk when employees leave or change roles. Documented and standardised 

processes ensure that knowledge remains within the organisation. 

 

Figure 12 From Validated Solutions to Standardised Practices — embedding improvements through 
documentation, training, monitoring and accountability. 

 

Leadership’s Role in Sustaining Improvements 

Leadership plays a critical role in ensuring that improvements are sustained. Leaders must 

actively support standardisation efforts by: 

• Reinforcing the importance of following procedures  

• Supporting training initiatives  
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• Ensuring accountability across teams  

• Encouraging continuous feedback and improvement  

• Allocating resources for monitoring and evaluation  

When leadership is consistent, employees are more likely to adopt and maintain new practices. 

When leadership is inconsistent, improvements often deteriorate over time. 

 

Continuous Improvement After Standardisation 

Even after improvements are standardised, organisations must continue to evaluate 

performance. Standardisation is not the end of improvement but a foundation for future 

enhancements. 

 

Over time, processes may need to be updated again due to changes in technology, customer 

requirements, or operational conditions. Therefore, organisations should treat standardisation 

as part of a continuous improvement cycle rather than a final step. 

This creates a dynamic system where processes are both stable and adaptable. 

 

Conclusion 

Implementing sustainable improvements and standardisation is essential for long-term 

organisations success. While problem-solving identifies and addresses root causes, 

standardisation ensures that solutions remain effective over time. 

 

Without standardisation, improvements are temporary and vulnerable to regression. With strong 

standardisation, organisations create consistency, reduce variation, improve quality, and 

strengthen operational reliability. 

 

Ultimately, sustainable improvement is not just about solving problems but about embedding 

better ways of working into the organisation’s structure and culture. When organisations 

combine structured problem-solving with disciplined standardisation, they build systems that 

are resilient, efficient, and capable of continuous growth. 

The principle remains consistent across all improvement efforts: 
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Final Reflections 

Building a Culture That Solves Problems, Not Just Symptoms 

Throughout this book, one message has remained constant: effective problem-solving is not 

about reacting faster—it is about thinking better. Every chapter has reinforced the idea that 

sustainable improvement begins with understanding the process, defining the problem 

accurately, gathering evidence, analysing root causes, and implementing solutions that 

strengthen the system rather than merely correcting the immediate symptom. 

 

Organisations rarely fail because they encounter problems. Problems are a natural part of every 

project, every business, and every operational environment. Organisations struggle when they 

repeatedly solve the wrong problem, rely on assumptions instead of evidence, or focus on 

blaming individuals rather than improving processes. The greatest opportunity for improvement 

often lies not in working harder, but in working more systematically. 

 

Structured problem-solving transforms the way individuals and organisations respond to 

challenges. Instead of asking, "Who made the mistake?", successful teams ask, "What allowed 

this to happen?" That subtle shift changes everything. It encourages openness, promotes 

learning, and builds an environment where continuous improvement becomes part of everyday 

work rather than an occasional initiative. 

 

The concepts explored throughout this ebook, from understanding standards and 

documentation to collecting evidence, analysing variation, identifying root causes, and applying 

structured methodologies such as PDCA and the DAXS Methodology, are not isolated 

techniques. Together, they form a complete mindset for operational excellence. 

High-performing organisations understand that every recurring problem is valuable information. 

Every deviation highlights an opportunity to improve a process. Every investigation creates new 

knowledge. Every improvement strengthens the organisation for future challenges. 

Perhaps the most important lesson is this:  

The objective is not to become an organisation without problems. The objective is to 

become an organisation that learns from every problem. 

 

When structured problem-solving becomes embedded into everyday decision-making, 

organisations reduce waste, improve quality, increase productivity, strengthen collaboration, 
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and build greater resilience. More importantly, they create a culture where improvement is 

continuous rather than reactive. 

 

Excellence is never achieved through one major breakthrough. It is achieved through thousands 

of disciplined decisions to understand before acting, to learn before changing, and to improve 

before repeating. That is the true purpose of structured problem-solving. 

 

What's Next? 

Reading this book is only the beginning. Real improvement happens when these concepts are 

consistently applied in daily work. 

Whether you are a project engineer, project manager, quality professional, business analyst, 

operations leader, or executive, the next step is to put structured thinking into practice. Start by 

examining one recurring problem within your organisation and resist the temptation to jump 

immediately to a solution. Instead, pause and work through a structured approach. 

Ask yourself: 

• What is the expected standard?  

• What evidence do we have?  

• Where does the variation begin?  

• Have we defined the problem clearly?  

• Are we solving the symptom or the root cause?  

• What data supports our conclusion?  

• How will we sustain the improvement?  

As your confidence grows, expand these practices across your team. Encourage employees to 

document lessons learned,  standardise successful improvements, and create environments 

where reporting problems is viewed as an opportunity rather than a risk. 

Organisations that develop strong problem-solving capability often see improvements beyond 

operational performance. Decision-making becomes more objective. Collaboration improves. 

Innovation increases because teams spend less time dealing with recurring issues and more 

time creating value. 

You may also wish to deepen your knowledge in related disciplines, including: 

• Lean Thinking and Lean Management  

• Six Sigma and Statistical Process Control  

• Continuous Improvement (Kaizen)  
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• Risk Management  

• Systems Thinking  

• Operational Excellence  

• Project Management  

• Quality Management Systems  

• Change Management  

• Organisations Learning  

 

Remember that methodologies are only tools. Their effectiveness depends on disciplined 

application, leadership commitment, and a culture that values evidence over assumptions. 

Problem-solving is not a one-time activity. 

It is a professional capability. 

It is a leadership responsibility. 

And ultimately, it becomes an organisations advantage. 

 

How EDSICO Can Help 

At EDSICO, we help public and private sector organisations navigate complex infrastructure 

challenges by applying the principles explored throughout this book. From project planning and 

governance to procurement strategy, risk management, project controls, and delivery assurance, 

we work with clients to improve outcomes, strengthen collaboration, and create lasting value. 

 

Whether you're seeking to improve project performance, adopt more collaborative delivery 

models, strengthen governance, or better manage uncertainty, our team can help translate these 

ideas into practical actions. 

 

Start with one area where greater clarity, stronger alignment, or smarter decision-making can 

make a difference—and put it into action on your next project. 

 

Take the Next Step 

 Book a complimentary consultation with our team. 

Visit https://edsico.com.au/ to learn more about our services and capabilities. 

Explore the Knowledge hub for more eBook and free resources 

https://edsico.com.au/#session-form
https://edsico.com.au/
https://edsico.com.au/knowledge-hub/
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Biography 

About Mark McLean | a veteran consultant with decades of experience across engineering, 

quality systems, and ISO standard development 

 

Mark McLean is a seasoned consultant with decades of experience in engineering, quality 

systems, and the development and application of international ISO standards. Throughout his 

career, he has worked across a diverse range of industries including manufacturing, 

infrastructure, aviation, biomedical laboratories, and large multinational organisations. 

His expertise focuses on helping teams and organisations solve complex operational problems 

by applying structured, process-driven approaches grounded in evidence and systems thinking. 

 

Over the years, Mark has collaborated with major organisations such as Qantas and BHP, 

supporting initiatives aimed at improving operational performance, reliability, and quality 

management. His work often centres on identifying the underlying causes of persistent issues 

that many organisations struggle to eliminate. Rather than relying on quick fixes or blame-based 

approaches, Mark advocates for carefully defining problems before attempting to solve them—

a step he believes is frequently overlooked in project and operational environments. 

 

A strong proponent of structured problem-solving, Mark emphasises the importance of clearly 

defining the scope and boundaries of a problem, gathering objective evidence, and analysing the 

processes that produce outcomes. He is known for challenging common but often misapplied 

tools such as the Five Whys, encouraging teams to focus instead on systemic process 

improvements rather than individual fault-finding. 

 

Through consulting, advisory work, and knowledge sharing, Mark has helped project managers, 

engineers, and organisational leaders adopt practical frameworks for continuous improvement. 

His approach equips teams to move beyond reactive “firefighting” and toward sustainable 

solutions that strengthen performance across complex systems. 

 

Mark’s insights continue to influence professionals responsible for project delivery, operational 

performance, and organisational change, particularly in environments where recurring issues, 

high-stakes operations, and complex processes demand disciplined, evidence-based problem-

solving. 
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About EDSICO 

EDSICO is an Australian project management and advisory consultancy with access to 

global expertise. We bring together experienced professionals across project management, 

project controls, planning and scheduling, risk, cost, procurement and broader project advisory 

services to support projects from inception through delivery and commissioning. 

 

Established in 2006, EDSICO has extensive experience supporting complex infrastructure and 

major projects. Our Australian operations were established in Sydney in 2014, building on more 

than 25 years of industry experience gained across major and multi-billion-dollar projects. 

 

We recognise that every organisation, project and challenge is different. Rather than applying a 

one-size-fits-all approach, we take the time to understand each client's objectives, operating 

environment and specific requirements. This enables us to develop practical, tailored solutions 

aligned with the needs of each engagement. 

 

EDSICO works with a diverse portfolio of public and private sector clients, including Australian 

Federal, State and local government agencies, major infrastructure organisations and tier-one 

contractors and consultants. Our focus is simple: combining practical experience, 

structured thinking and strong project capability to help our clients achieve better project 

outcomes. 
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Further Reading and Standards References 

Readers wishing to expand their knowledge of structured problem-solving, quality management, 

project delivery, and continuous improvement may find the following publications and 

internationally recognised standards valuable. 

 

International Standards 

• ISO 9001:2015 – Quality Management Systems – Requirements  

• ISO 9004:2018 – Quality of an Organisation – Guidance to Achieve Sustained Success  

• ISO 31000:2018 – Risk Management – Guidelines  

• ISO 56002:2019 – Innovation Management System – Guidance  

• ISO 10013:2021 – Quality Management Systems – Guidance for Documented Information  

• ISO 21502:2020 – Project, Programme and Portfolio Management – Guidance on Project 

Management  

• ISO 55001 – Asset Management Systems  

• ISO 45001:2018 – Occupational Health and Safety Management Systems  

 

Recommended Professional References 

Deming, W. Edwards 

• Out of the Crisis  

• The New Economics  

Taiichi Ohno 

• Toyota Production System: Beyond Large-Scale Production  

Jeffrey K. Liker 

• The Toyota Way  

Masaaki Imai 

• Kaizen: The Key to Japan's Competitive Success  

• Gemba Kaizen  

Peter M. Senge 

• The Fifth Discipline  

Eliyahu M. Goldratt 

• The Goal  

James P. Womack & Daniel T. Jones 

• Lean Thinking  
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Michael L. George 

• Lean Six Sigma  

Nancy R. Tague 

• The Quality Toolbox  

Donald J. Wheeler 

• Understanding Variation: The Key to Managing Chaos  

 

Project Management References 

• PMI – A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide)  

• PRINCE2® Guidance  

• Agile Practice Guide  

• PMI Practice Standard for Risk Management  

 

Quality and Continuous Improvement Tools 

Readers are encouraged to further study the practical application of: 

• PDCA (Plan–Do–Check–Act)  

• PDSA (Plan–Do–Study–Act)  

• DAXS Methodology  

• Root Cause Analysis (RCA)  

• The 5 Whys  

• Fishbone (Ishikawa) Diagram  

• Pareto Analysis  

• Process Mapping  

• SIPOC Analysis  

• Failure Mode and Effects Analysis (FMEA)  

• Statistical Process Control (SPC)  

• Control Charts  

• Value Stream Mapping  

• A3 Problem-solving  

• DMAIC (Define–Measure–Analyse –Improve–Control)  

• Kaizen Events  

• Lessons Learned Reviews  
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Final Thought 

"The strongest organisations are not those that experience the fewest problems. They are the 

ones that learn the fastest, improve the most consistently, and build systems that prevent 

yesterday's problems from becoming tomorrow's habits." 

May the principles in this ebook serve not only as tools for solving today's challenges, but as a 

foundation for building organisations that continuously learn, improve, and deliver lasting value. 
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Mastering Structured Problem Solving 

Organisational Problem-Solving Maturity Assessment 
 

Effective problem-solving is not simply about resolving issues quickly. It is about understanding 

what should be happening, defining the problem clearly, using evidence to identify the root 

cause, implementing the right solution, and ensuring the improvement is sustained. 

 

This assessment is designed to help you evaluate how consistently these practices are applied 

across your organisation. It provides a practical view of your current problem-solving maturity, 

highlights areas of strength, and identifies where greater structure, discipline, and capability may 

be needed. 

 

The objective is not to achieve a perfect score, but to identify where your organisation can move 

from reactive problem-solving toward a more structured, evidence-based and sustainable 

approach. 

 

How to Use This Assessment 

Rate each statement from 1 to 4 based on how consistently it reflects your organisation today. 

1 — Reactive: Rarely in place; largely dependent on firefighting or individuals. 

2 — Developing: Some practices exist, but they are inconsistent. 

3 — Established: Practices are generally defined, understood and applied. 

4 — Leading: Practices are embedded, measured and continuously improved. 

 

1. Start With the Standard — Process Foundation 

1. Are expected standards, procedures or process requirements clearly defined before 
problems are investigated? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

2. Are procedures and work instructions current, practical and accessible to the people 
performing the work? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

3. Do teams compare actual performance against a documented standard or expected 
outcome? 
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Score (1–4): ______ 

4. Is the actual process understood, rather than relying only on how the process is supposed to 
work? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

5. Are important process changes reflected in procedures, standards and documentation? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

Section Score: ______ / 20 

 

2. DEFINE — Problem Clarity 

1. Is the problem clearly defined before possible solutions are discussed? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

2. Does the problem statement describe the specific deviation rather than a broad symptom 
such as “delays” or “communication”? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

3. Is the scope clear enough to prevent the investigation becoming too broad or too narrow? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

4. Is the operational, financial, quality, safety or delivery impact understood and, where 
possible, quantified? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

5. Do key stakeholders share the same understanding of the problem being investigated? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

Section Score: ______ / 20 

 

3. ANALYSE — Evidence, Variation and Root Cause 

1. Are facts, observations and reliable data collected before conclusions are reached? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

2. Are assumptions and opinions clearly separated from verified evidence? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

3. Is the quality, completeness and reliability of the available data assessed? 

Score (1–4): ______ 
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4. Do teams examine process variation and distinguish normal variation from unusual or 
special causes where relevant? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

5. Are structured root cause tools such as 5 Whys, Fishbone, process mapping or data analysis 
used appropriately? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

6. Are suspected root causes validated with evidence before corrective action is approved? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

Section Score: ______ / 24 

 

4. EXECUTE — Solution Design and Controlled Implementation 

1. Are proposed solutions clearly linked to verified root causes rather than symptoms? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

2. Are alternative solutions considered before a preferred option is selected? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

3. Are risks, downstream impacts and unintended consequences considered before 
implementation? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

4. Are significant changes tested on a controlled or limited scale where practical? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

5. Are employees and stakeholders who understand the process involved in solution design and 
implementation? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

6. Are expected outcomes and success measures agreed before implementation begins? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

Section Score: ______ / 24 

 

5. SUSTAIN — Verification, Standardisation and Learning 

1. Are results measured against the original problem statement and agreed success criteria? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

2. Is evidence used to confirm that the improvement actually worked? 
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Score (1–4): ______ 

3. Are successful improvements incorporated into procedures, standards, training and normal 
ways of working? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

4. Are improvements monitored over time to detect regression or new variation? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

5. Are lessons learned captured and shared across relevant projects, teams or business areas? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

6. When a solution does not work, does the organisation return to analysis rather than forcing 
the solution to continue? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

Section Score: ______ / 24 

 

6. Leadership, Culture and Systems Thinking 

1. Do leaders focus on understanding how the system allowed a problem to occur rather than 
immediately identifying someone to blame? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

2. Do employees feel safe raising problems, errors and concerns early? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

3. Do leaders provide sufficient time, resources and support for proper investigation rather than 
demanding only immediate fixes? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

4. Are employees trained in structured problem-solving methods relevant to their roles? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

5. Are cross-functional teams encouraged to investigate problems that span organisational 
boundaries? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

6. Are people recognised for preventing recurrence and improving systems, not only for “saving 
the day” during crises? 

Score (1–4): ______ 

7. Is continuous improvement treated as part of normal work rather than a separate initiative? 

Score (1–4): ______ 
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Section Score: ______ / 28 

 

Overall Maturity Score 

Total Score: ______ / 140 

Maturity Percentage: Total Score ÷ 140 × 100 = ______ % 

 

Interpretation 

25–44% — Reactive: Firefighting, individual dependency and symptom correction dominate. 

45–59% — Developing: Structured practices exist but are inconsistently applied. 

60–74% — Established: Core problem-solving practices are generally embedded. 

75–89% — Advanced: Strong evidence-based and process-focused capability. 

90–100% — Leading: Problem solving is embedded as an organisational learning capability. 

 

Your Problem-Solving Profile 

Strongest area: 

____________________________________________________________ 

Lowest-scoring area: 

____________________________________________________________ 

Most important recurring problem currently facing the organisation: 

____________________________________________________________ 

One behaviour we should stop: 

____________________________________________________________ 

One capability we should strengthen: 

____________________________________________________________ 

One improvement we can begin in the next 30 days: 

____________________________________________________________ 

Three Priority Actions 

Priority 1: ______________________________________________ 

Owner: __________________________ 

Target Date: ____________________ 
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Priority 2: ______________________________________________ 

Owner: __________________________ 

Target Date: ____________________ 

Priority 3: ______________________________________________ 

Owner: __________________________ 

Target Date: ____________________ 

 

Closing Reflection 

A mature problem-solving organisation is not one that experiences fewer problems. It is one 

that understands problems earlier, learns from them faster, and prevents them from becoming 

recurring failures. 

 

Summary & Next Steps 

After completing the checklist: 

• Identify areas where reactive firefighting is replacing structured problem-solving. 

• Assess whether problems are clearly defined before solutions are implemented. 

• Evaluate how effectively evidence and data support decision making. 

• Strengthen the use of standards, documentation, and process discipline. 

• Embed sustainable improvements through root cause analysis and continuous 

improvement. 

• Foster a culture that improves systems and processes rather than assigning blame. 

 

Organisations that consistently solve problems at the root cause level reduce recurring issues, 

improve operational performance, increase customer satisfaction, and create a culture of 

continuous learning and excellence. 

 

Need Support? 

If your assessment identifies opportunities to strengthen your organisation's problem-solving 

capability,  

 

EDSICO can help. 

📞 Book a Free Consultation with EDSICO 

https://edsico.com.au/#session-form
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     https://edsico.com.au/ 

        Email: info@edsico.com.au 

   Or reach out via LinkedIn 

 

Watch the full podcast episode. 

Hear from Mark McLean | a veteran consultant with decades of experience across engineering, 

quality systems, and ISO standard development 

 

     Watch the full episode on YouTube 

 

Use this checklist alongside the ebook to assess your organisation's problem-solving maturity, 

identify improvement opportunities, and build a sustainable culture of operational excellence 

through structured problem-solving 

 

https://edsico.com.au/
mailto:info@edsico.com.au
https://www.linkedin.com/company/6453880/admin/dashboard/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hGepFpk4p0o

