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Problem Statement

3

In the fast-paced construction environment, the pressure to deliver often pushes 
teams to focus on immediate fixes rather than addressing the root causes of 
recurring issues, hindering long-term productivity.

This presentation will address how the A3 problem-solving process, systems 
thinking and root cause analysis can be integrated to identify and eliminate these 
underlying problems. 

By applying a structured problem-solving process and addressing the real root 
causes of issues, we can enhance overall project delivery and outcomes.
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Lean LPS & Takt Workshop

November 9th, 2021

Kevin Labrecque, Sevan Solutions

Naveen Nerwal, Lendlease

B 5 0  L V V - D P M  P R O J E C T
M E R C K  W E S T  P O I N T

D A Y  1  S E S S I O NSession Objectives

01. 
Clarify the difference 
between linear thinking 
and systems thinking and 
their effects on 
organizational problem 
solving.

02. 
Teach the A3 Problem 
Solving & Root Cause 
Analysis tools to establish 
a common framework for 
problem solving and 
continuous improvement.

03. 
Enhance our 
understanding by 
providing real live 
organizational and project 
examples of the A3 and 
root cause analysis 
processes in use.
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problems?

“Having no problems is the 
biggest problem of all.” 

Taichi Ohno
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What is the goal? 
• To better understand the system in 

which we work in and influence. The 
more we understand the system to more 
we can begin to make appropriate 
changes. 

• Thinking in systems, along with self 
awareness, allows for us to see things 
that we may not otherwise see. 
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Traditional Thinking vs Systems Thinking 
• Think about a time on a project where you kept doing something but it didn’t really have the effect 

you hoped it would 
• Linear thinking assumes everything is equally proportional 
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Jobsite Example of Feedback Loop – OT 
• Unintended consequences of OT 
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Jobsite Example of Feedback Loop – Submittals 
• Multiple submittals are sent in for approval, many of them well ahead of the needed 

date for approval 

• This takes up a lot of capacity for reviewer

• The project team needs a quick review on a submittal that is urgent but the reviewer 
is still at capacity with submittals 

• The unintended consequence – priority submittals get lost in the shuffle 
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Jobsite Example of Feedback Loop – INJURY  

• Trade contractor carrying material up the stairs had 
minor injury with a sprained ankle

• We all looked at why he wasn’t holding the rails, why 
he didn’t have someone helping him, etc

• The only reason he had to carry material was because 
he couldn’t get a ride on the buck hoist

• The ROOT CAUSE – GETTING A RIDE ON THE 
BUCK HOIST WASN’T PROPERLY 
SCHEDULED/COORDINATED
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The outcome of actions many times do not 
occur in time and space proximity 

Asynchronous
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Typical Problem-Solving Process
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• Quick fix solutions are often aimed at 
surface symptoms rather than root 
causes

• More blame finding than problem 
solving

• Opinions & anecdotal evidence suffice 
in place of hard facts ‘from the gemba’

• Lack of time prevents adequate inquiry 
into the true nature of the problem

• The need to address issues 
‘immediately’ supersedes the need to 
address ‘permanently’

• Does not address the system that 
allowed the problem to occur in the first 
place

Problem-Solving Kit
1. Place on firm surface.
2. Follow directions provided in circle.
3. Repeat until problem goes away or is 

replaced with new one, then go back to 
beginning.

BANG 
HEAD 
HERE
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Module  4 Title:

PLAN

DO

CHECK

ACT

A3 Thinking is a collaborative tool that 
supports sound decision making by:

• Providing a visual manifestation of the 
thought process of the team at arriving 
at a decision.

• Organizing the thinking methodology 
on an 11x17 piece of paper.

• Leading to alignment or consensus.

• Following PDCA

A3 Thinking for Problem Solving
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Why teams/organizations use A3s?

• The ultimate goal is not just to solve the problem at 
hand – but to make the process of problem-solving 
transparent and teachable in order to create an 
organization populated with problem solvers.

• Started as a way for teams to show project stakeholders decisions and processes to 
ultimately gain approval and document critical decisions

• We create an A3 as a purpose for solving a problem if there is a standard, plan, or 
goal we are not currently meeting.

• We create an A3 for documenting and distributing improvement opportunities to 
project teams, companies, and industries.

• We create an A3 to show results of our projects, metrics, and other information 
relative to performance.

15
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When should I use an A3?

• In the middle of a problem right now…

• Making a decision…

• Retrospective – lessons learned 
analysis…



Background

Current Condition

Goal

Root Cause Analysis

Countermeasures

Plan

Follow-up Actions

Why are you talking about it?

Where do things stand today?

What specific outcomes are required?

What is/are the root cause(s) of the problem?

What is your proposal to reach the future state, the target condition?
How will your recommended countermeasures affect the root cause to achieve the target?

What activities will be required for implementation and who will be responsible for what and when?
What are the indicators of performance or progress? 

What issues can be anticipated? How and when will you check on effectiveness of your proposed 
countermeasures?

•What is the problem? Can you clearly and succinctly define the “presenting problem” – the actual 
business issue that is being felt?
•What is the business context? How did you decide to tackle this problem?
•Who is responsible for the issue?  Who owns the process for addressing the problem (or realizing 
the opportunity or managing the project)?

•What do you actually know and how do you know it?
•Have you gathered and verified facts – not just data and anecdotes – to clearly understand the 
current state?
•Have you engaged other people?
•Have you gone to the gemba, observe, and talk to the people who do the work to fully grasp the 
current situation?

•Can you show the gap between the target and the current condition?
•Have you clarified the true business objectives?

• Have you used the “5 Whys”?  “Five ‘Whys’ equal  one ‘How’” – Taichi Ohno
• Did you uncover the right (i.e. most meaningful) information to support the analysis?
• Did you isolate the root cause(s) of the main components of the gap?
• Did you capture this material in the most clear and concise manner, i.e., one that clarifies true 

problems, invites analytic questions, and suggests direct countermeasures?

•Have you explored every reasonable alternative countermeasure?
•Have you produced viable alternatives based on productive conversations with everyone doing 
the work? With the customers of the process? With Stakeholders?
•Can you show  how your proposed actions will address the root causes of the performance 
problems?
•Can you justify why your proposed actions are necessary?
•Have you continued to go to the gemba in gathering new information and countermeasures?

What By Whom By When Where

Costs:

Plan Actual Results

•How will you check the actual effects?
•When will you check them?

•Results as compared to predicted?
•Date check was done?

A3 # A3 Title Rev # Rev Date Champion Collaborators A3 Sponsor Status
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A3 Thinking for Decision-Making
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A3 Title 
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Title: Describe 
problem, theme or 

issue
Collaborators:
Anyone with a 

stakeholder interest in 
the outcome
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Background: 
Establish 

business context 
& importance
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Background: 
Establish 

business context 
& importance
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Problem 
Statement/Current 

Condition:
Describe what is 
currently known
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A3 Problem Statement/Current Condition
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Problem 
Statement/Current 

State:
Describe what is 
currently known
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Goal/Target 
Condition:
Identify the 

desired outcome
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Goal/Target 
Condition:
Identify the 

desired outcome



© LEAN CONSTRUCTION INSTITUTE

S U R F I N G  T H E  W A V E  O F  L E A N  D E S I G N  A N D  C O N S T R U C T I O NA3 Analysis

26

Analysis/Think:
Analyze situation 

& underlying 
cause creating the 

gap
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A3 Analysis
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Analysis/Think:
Analyze situation 

& underlying 
cause creating the 

gap
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The events of a system often occur without seeing the things 
that caused that event to occur 
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12 Leverage points of a system
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Cognitive Bias 

These things can prevent you from seeing how your behavior and decisions effect the system 
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Fundamental Attribution Error 
• The tendency to blame people close to the problem instead of the system that produced the 

problem 
• Blame (fix) processes, not people 
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5 Why’s

“Five why’s equals one 
how.” 

Taichi Ohno
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5 Why’s

November 9th, 2021

Problem: The Jefferson Memorial 
was disintegrating rapidly

Why was it 
disintegrating?

Because the 
cleaning methods 

were abrasive

Why?
Why?
Why?

.
Root Cause!

Five Why Analysis helps 
drive to source of the 
problem.

The actual technique can 
take more or fewer 
iterations.

How many whys did it take to get to the root cause 
of the Jefferson Memorial’s problem?



Example Fishbone – Project 
Profit Variance
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A3 Countermeasures
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Countermeasures:
Propose 

countermeasure or 
action to address the 

problem
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A3 Countermeasures
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Countermeasures:
Propose 

countermeasure or 
action to address the 

problem
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A3 Implementation Plan
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Implementation Plan:
Who, What When of 

Implementing 
Countermeasures
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A3 Implementation Plan
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Implementation Plan:
Who, What When of 

Implementing 
Countermeasures
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A3 Follow-up
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Follow-up:
Creates a follow-

up/review process
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A3 Follow-up
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Follow-up:
Creates a follow-

up/review process
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Key Points for Successful A3s
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• Go and see, go and see, go and see!
• Decide which specific problem are you trying to solve
• Who is the audience
• What information would be useful to them
• What are the values and philosophies to which your story 

relates
• Tell the story in the context of those values – this is what 

ensures your A3 is meaningful to your audience
• Simplify
• Get visual
• Use a pencil



© LEAN CONSTRUCTION INSTITUTE

S U R F I N G  T H E  W A V E  O F  L E A N  D E S I G N  A N D  C O N S T R U C T I O N

Example Status Report A3
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Example Status Report A3

44



© LEAN CONSTRUCTION INSTITUTE

S U R F I N G  T H E  W A V E  O F  L E A N  D E S I G N  A N D  C O N S T R U C T I O N

Example Proposal/Decision Making A3

45

Courtesy of Whiting-Turner
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Further Reading
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Contact Us
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C: 864-325-9505
E: juyar@balfourbeattyus.com 

C: 908-809-2659
E: kevin.labrecque@integrationpointllc.com
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Questions

48
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In the spirit of continuous improvement, we would like to remind you to 
complete this session’s survey! We look forward to receiving your 
feedback. 
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Thank you for attending this presentation. Enjoy the rest of the 26th Annual
LCI Congress! 
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