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Introduction
We are often asked about the tools we use to generate our productivity 
improvements. We love technology and how it has enabled us to make 
improvements faster and easier, however most of the tools have been 
around for years and to significantly transform an organisation takes 
persistence, commitment and leadership. The tools are from the three 
common improvement methodologies; Theory of Constraints, Lean and Six 
Sigma.

We are methodology agnostic and use the tools appropriate to the 
projects we are running. However, this is not an excuse to take shortcuts 
because a tools use may be difficult.

This list will change as we learn and develop new ways of getting gains 
faster. 
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Electronic Tools

Excel:  We use excel for all our day to day 

spreadsheet requirements. Often used to manipulate 
database output before entering the data into Minitab. 
Does have statistical analysis capability however watch out 
for how you interpret the outputs

Minitab: We love using Minitab. It is our preferred 

Statistical Analysis Package for Business Improvement. We 
only scratch the surface of Minitab and we are 
experienced users. Once you learn some of the quirks it 
is easy to use. See our website www.blankpaper-int.com 
for screencasts to get you started. Purchase from 
www.minitab.com

SPCXL:  An excel based statistical package, which 

unfortunately has no non-normal data analysis capability 
however its Statistical Process Control(SPC) capability is 
great. It is much cheaper than Minitab. New package from 
same company called QuantumXL includes Design for Six 
Sigma analysis tools. The same company also has a Design 
of Experiments package called DOE Pro which is fantastic 
and the tool we  used for running Designed Experiments 
before switching to Minitab. Purchase from 
www.Sigmazone.com

Triptych and Apogee:  Excel based 

software tool. Used in our Design for Six Sigma Projects. 
Triptych caters for the tools required to identify, 
document and clarify requirements. Also includes tools for 
generating ideas and selecting design alternatives. Apogee 
integrates the capabilities of sensitivity analysis, Monte 
Carlo Analysis, Allocation and multi-objective 
optimisation. Purchase from www.stat-design.com
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All Projects

Change Management Plan: 
consisting at a bare minimum, a elevator speech, a 
Stakeholder Analysis and a Communications plan. 
Sometimes we will extend the tool set to include  
Threats and Opportunities Matrix, and the 3D Matrix.

Project Charter: The Project 

Charter is a must. It articulates the expectations for 
the project in terms of Problem statements, 
Objectives, Measures of Success, Team Members, 
Whats in and out of scope and high level project plan. 
The Charter gets signed by the Project Champion, 
Sponsor and the Team Members proving their 
commitment to the project.

Project Structure: Consisting of a 

Project Champion, Process Owner, Project Facilitator and 
Team Members are identified. Without this, probability of 
success is greatly reduced.  
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Theory of Constraints
The 5 Focusing Steps: 5 Steps in TOC 

to Solve a problem. The 5 Steps are:
1. Identify the Process Constraint and Bottleneck, 
2. Exploit the Constraint
3. Subordinate to the constraint
4. Elevate the Constraint
5. back to Step one.

 Used on every project we’re involved with. For more 
information read Goldratts book “the goal” (link to 
Amazon)

Capacity/Throughput 
analysis: Used to Identify the Capacity 

Constraint, the Throughput Constraint, Buffers of the 
system, and the Spare Capacity that exists. Often used to 
design a future state process to maximise throughput.

Current reality tree: is a statement 

of an underlying core problem and the symptoms that 
arise from it. It maps out a sequence of cause and effects 
from the core problem to the symptoms. Most of the 
symptoms will arise from the one core problem or a core 
conflict. Used particularly if we have limited data.

Interference Diagram: The ID is a 

mapping tool that can quickly point a team, or individual, 
in the right direction to solve a problem and potentially 
eliminating the need to  construct a Current Reality Tree 
(CRT). The Interference Diagram generates a list of 
entities (Obstacles/Interferences) that is preventing the 
process from reaching the goal
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Theory of Constraints
Goal Tree:  A Hierarchical tree diagram that 

consists of a single Goal, Critical Success Factors (CSFs) 
which must be in place to achieve the goal and a series of 
Necessary Conditions (NCs) which must be in place to 
achieve each CSF.  Commonly used to develop strategy or 
help Identify solutions that must be in place to meet the 
goal. This does not replace TOC’s thinking processes 
however help when results are required in a hurry
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Six Sigma
Value Stream Map: In the last few years 

at least half of the projects we have worked on, we 
developed a high level value Stream Map. A Value Stream 
Map maps the process and Information flows. The trick is 
finding what is the ‘unit’ you are going to map. Commonly 
considered a Lean tool as well

Process Map: I use this tool to understand the 

process to be improved.  All projects will have a process 
map  of one form or another. Once we understand the 
current process we have a basis to identify potential root 
causes and identify solutions to be implemented. It will 
also help identify wastes in the process, and data 
collection points. There are a number of different types of 
process map we may use.

Waste Identification and 
Elimination: Identification of the 7 wastes 

provides us with ‘Quick Wins’. By attacking the 7 wastes 
we will generate early improvements in the process which 
will lead to cycle time and quality improvements.

Cause and Effect Diagram/XY 
Matrix: We haven’t used it much lately,  however 

its purpose is to narrow a large list of potential root 
causes to a smaller prioritised list. This prioritised list 
provides potential root causes that can be validated in the 
Analyse phase using graphical and statistical analysis tools.
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Six Sigma
Measurement System Analysis 
(MSA): All data that exists has errors in it, it’s just a 

question of how much error is in our data.  A 
Measurement System Analysis will quantify that error and 
partition that error into various types, enabling the source 
of the error to be identified. We use 3 different types of 
Measurement Analysis depending on the data type; Data 
Audit, Continuous Data MSA and Attribute data MSA.

Process Capability:  A snapshot of how 

the product/process/service is performing. Helps to define 
what type of problem you have in-terms of Mean shift or 
Process Variation or even both.  Using the Process 
Capability we are able to define the Probability of getting 
a defect.

Data Collection and 
Hypothesis Test Plan: We developed 

this tool to ensure the projects data needs are identified 
before we rush off and find available data. It determines 
what data needs to be collected rather than just using the 
data that’s readily available; an all too common problem 
we see . The Hypothesis Test Plan documents the 
statistical test results.

Graphical Analysis Tools: 
Graphically reviewing data from your process can reveal a 
lot about the process, in particular we are looking for 
trends, special cause/common cause variation, data 
spreads and differences in data groupings.
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Six Sigma
Hypothesis Testing:  A statistical 

hypothesis test is a method of statistical inference using 
data from a process. A result is called statistically 
significant if it has been predicted as unlikely to have 
occurred by chance alone, according to a pre-determined 
threshold probability, the significance level. 

Cost Benefit Matrix:  A simple matrix 

used to find the  priority and order that solutions should 
be implemented. Ranks on a matrix, the expected benefits 
and the Implementation timeframe for each potential 
solution. Solutions that are implemented first provide high 
benefits within a short timeframe.

Statistical Process Control 
(SPC): A collection of graphical run charts that 

indicate if a process is in statistical process control. 
Control limits are generated from variation of the 
process. Usually used to demonstrate the performance 
difference between the start and end of the project.

Control Plan:  A critical control phase 

document that identify critical process control points, 
how those control points will be measured, monitored 
and controlled, Training plans, and Documentation Plans. 
Also documents the data collection plan required.

Action Plan:  A documents list of actions, 

action owners, due dates and order of implementation. 
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Lean

5s Housekeeping and 
Organisation:  Workplace organisation 

method that is based on the 5S’s; Sort, Set, Shine, 
Standardise and Sustain. If the project area is disorganised 
we will often start implementation of the 5S system.

Poke Yoke:  A Defect preventing device that will 

stop a defect from occurring. Many everyday examples 
exist eg: Computer cables with different ends on them so 
they cannot be inserted into the wrong connection.

5 Whys: Regularly used to find the root cause of a 

problem. If you ask ‘why’ 5 times the last why will revel 
the root cause of the problem. The answers to each ‘why’ 
should have been something that has been witnessed 
before, it’s very easy to end up with generic high level 
statements if this tool is not used correctly

Spaghetti Diagram: A Floor plan of 

the office or Plant indication the path taken by operators 
during a Process

Process Map:  We use this tool to understand 

the process to be improved.  All projects will have a 
process map  of one form or another. Once we 
understand the current process we have a basis to identify 
potential root causes and identify solutions to be 
implemented. It will also help identify wastes in the 
process, and data collection points. There are a number of 

Action Plan:  A documents list of actions, 

action owners, due dates and order of implementation. 
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Lean
Takt Time:  A calculation; the rate of process 

output required to meet customer demand. Used in 
determining capacity requirements across work centres 
and to carry out ‘load leveling’ to balance workload 
through the process.

Pull Systems:  A means of managing inventory 

through downstream processes signaling (usually through 
Kanbans cards) when production should be commenced 
upstream or inventory moved. Controls and limits the 
inventory in the system. Can be used in both 
manufacturing and services operations. 

QCO/SMED: System for reducing time it takes to 

complete changeovers. Requires process mapping and 
identifying tasks that can be completed in parallel or while 
equipment is still running. Not just a tool for 
manufacturing but can be used for service operations ie: 
Shift Changeovers, 

Standard Work: Documentation of the way a 

task or operation is to be carried out . Establishes process 
control.

Routing by Walking Around 
(RBWA): I use this tool to understand the process to 

be improved.  All projects will have a process map  of one 
form or another. Once we understand the current 
process we have a basis to identify potential root causes 
and identify solutions to be implemented. It will also help 
identify wastes in the process, and data collection points. 

Action Plan:  A documents list of actions, 

action owners, due dates and order of implementation. 


