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In the high-stakes environment of modern healthcare, the ability to identify, analyze, and resolve systemic 

inefficiencies is not merely an operational advantage but a clinical necessity. The A3 Problem-Solving method,

derived from the Toyota Production System (TPS), has emerged as a cornerstone of Lean healthcare

management. Named after the international A3 paper size (approximately 11x17 inches) upon which the entire

problem-solving narrative is recorded, this framework transcends simple documentation. It represents a

fundamental shift in organizational culture—moving away from reactive "firefighting" and toward a systematic,

evidence-based approach to continuous improvement. As championed by experts like Cindy Jimmerson, the A3

process allows healthcare practitioners to look with "new eyes" at specific problems identified through direct

observation, ensuring that solutions are rooted in reality rather than assumption.

The Theoretical Framework of A3 Thinking

At its core, A3 problem solving is an implementation of the PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-Act)cycle. Unlike traditional

management approaches that often separate the "thinkers" (administrators) from the "doers" (front-line clinicians),

A3 thinking integrates these roles. The framework rests on the belief that those closest to the work are best

equipped to improve it. In a healthcare context, this means nurses, technicians, and physicians are empowered to

utilize a 10-step scientific method to eliminate waste and enhance patient safety.

The Principle of Nemawashi

A critical component of the A3 process is Nemawashi, a Japanese term referring to the informal process of laying

the foundation and building consensus before a formal change is implemented. In the complex ecosystem of a

hospital, where departments are often siloed, Nemawashi ensures that all stakeholders—from pharmacy to

radiology to nursing—are aligned. By seeking input from all affected parties during the development of an A3

report, the author mitigates resistance and ensures the proposed solution is technically viable and culturally

accepted.

Direct Observation and the 'Gemba'

Lean methodology emphasizes Gemba(the actual place where work happens). A3 problem solving rejects the

practice of solving problems from a conference room. Instead, it mandates that the problem-solver goes to the

bedside or the clinic to observe the process firsthand. This commitment to direct observation prevents the

"telephone game" effect where information is distorted as it moves up the chain of command.

Identifying the Eight Wastes (Muda) in Healthcare

To effectively utilize the A3 method, healthcare teams must first learn to identify Muda, or waste. Waste is defined

as any activity that consumes resources but adds no value to the patient. In the A3 framework, problems are often

categorized by the type of waste they generate. The following table outlines the traditional eight wastes as applied

to clinical settings:



Waste Type Definition in Healthcare Examples

Defects Errors that require rework or cause 
patient harm.

Medication errors, surgical site 
infections, incorrect charting.

Overproduction Doing more than is necessary or 
doing it too early.

Ordering redundant lab tests, printing 
unnecessary reports.

Waiting Idle time for patients, staff, or 
equipment.

Patients waiting in the ED, clinicians 
waiting for lab results.

Non-Utilized Talent Underusing the skills and knowledge 
of staff.

Nurses spending hours on clerical 
tasks instead of patient care.

Transportation Unnecessary movement of patients or 
supplies.

Moving a patient between multiple 
wards due to bed shortages.

Inventory Excess supplies or information 
waiting to be processed.

Expired medications, massive 
backlogs of unread scans.

Motion Unnecessary physical movement by 
staff.

Walking long distances to reach a 
central supply room.

Extra-Processing Work that does not add value to the 
end result.

Entering the same patient data into 
multiple software systems.

The 10-Step A3 Scientific Method

The A3 report is structured to guide the user through a logical sequence of discovery. While variations exist, the 10-

step method detailed in clinical resources provides the most rigorous framework for healthcare improvement.

1. Identify the Problem or Need

The first step is defining the issue through the eyes of the customer (the patient). The problem must be specific and

observable. Instead of saying "the discharge process is slow," an A3 starts with "the average discharge time for

Unit 4B is 180 minutes, exceeding the target of 60 minutes."

2. Clarify the Current State

Using Value Stream Mapping (VSM)or process flowcharts, the team documents exactly how the process works

today. This is done through direct observation. This section often includes data visualizations like Pareto charts or

run charts to establish a baseline.

3. Conduct a Gap Analysis

By comparing the current state to the ideal state, the team identifies the specific gaps. This step focuses on

quantifying the "pain points" in the workflow.

4. Set Goals and Targets

Goals must be SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound). For example: "Reduce the

incidence of catheter-associated urinary tract infections (CAUTI) by 40% within six months."

5. Determine Root Causes

This is perhaps the most technical part of the A3. Teams use tools like the 5 Whys or the Ishikawa (Fishbone) 



Diagram. The goal is to move past symptoms (e.g., "the nurse forgot") to systemic causes (e.g., "the supply cart

was not stocked, leading to a bypass of the safety checklist").

6. Develop Countermeasures

Countermeasures are not "solutions" in the sense of a permanent fix, but rather experiments designed to address

the root causes identified in step 5. They should be targeted and testable.

7. Define a Plan for Implementation

A detailed project management plan is created, specifying who will do what, when, and where. This includes a

timeline and a list of required resources.

8. Execute the Plan

The countermeasures are put into action. This is the "Do" phase of PDCA. In healthcare, this often starts as a

small-scale pilot (e.g., testing a new protocol on a single shift) before hospital-wide rollout.

9. Evaluate Results (The 'Check' Phase)

The team gathers data to see if the goals set in Step 4 were met. If the results are not as expected, the team

returns to Step 5 to re-evaluate the root causes. This ensures that the organization learns from failure.

10. Standardize and Sustain

If the experiment is successful, the new process becomes the Standard Work. This involves updating policies,

training staff, and creating visual management tools (like dashboards) to ensure the problem does not recur.

Technical Analysis: Root Cause Tools in Clinical Environments

A3 problem solving relies heavily on Root Cause Analysis (RCA). In a clinical environment, the 5 Whys technique

is particularly effective because it strips away professional defensiveness. Consider the following example

regarding a delayed medication dose:

•  Why was the dose late? The nurse didn't have the medication at the scheduled time.

•  Why was the medication missing? The pharmacy hadn't delivered it to the floor.

•  Why hadn't the pharmacy delivered it? The order wasn't in the pharmacy's queue.

•  Why wasn't it in the queue? The physician entered the order into a module that doesn't auto-interface with 

pharmacy.

•  Why does that module exist? It was a legacy software patch that was never integrated during the last EHR 

update (Root Cause).

By identifying the software integration as the root cause, the A3 team avoids the useless countermeasure of

"reminding nurses to be on time" and instead focuses on a technical fix for the Electronic Health Record (EHR)

system.

Comparison: A3 vs. Traditional Management vs. 8D Problem Solving

Healthcare organizations often use various methodologies. Understanding where A3 fits in the spectrum of quality

improvement is essential for leadership.



Feature Traditional Management A3 Problem Solving 8D (Eight Disciplines)

Focus Top-down directives Front-line empowerment Critical/Complex 
Engineering

Primary Goal Compliance Learning and Root Cause Containment and 
Correction

Format Multi-page reports/Email Single 11x17 Sheet Technical Documentation

Culture Blame-oriented Scientific/Experimental Process-oriented

Consensus Rarely required Central (Nemawashi) Team-based

Practical Implementation Guide: Running an A3 Project

For a Healthcare Quality Improvement (QI) team, initiating an A3 project requires more than just a template. It

requires a structured approach to facilitation.

Phase 1: The Scoping Phase

Select a problem that is significant but manageable. A common error is choosing a problem that is too broad, such

as "Improving Hospital Patient Experience." A better scope would be "Reducing noise levels in the Post-Anesthesia

Care Unit (PACU) between 10 PM and 6 AM."

Phase 2: The Coaching Phase

In Lean organizations, managers act as coaches rather than directors. The coach's role is to ask questions: "What

do you see at the Gemba?" "How do you know that is the root cause?" "What data supports this countermeasure?"

This Socratic method builds the problem-solving capacity of the staff.

Phase 3: The Visualization Phase

The A3 report must be visual. Use diagrams, sketches of the floor plan, and simple charts. The "current state" and

"future state" should be understandable to anyone in the organization within five minutes of looking at the A3 paper.

Case Study: Reducing Foodborne Illness and Cross-Contamination

As noted in technical study data, the A3 method is highly effective for public health conditions, such as foodborne

illness. In a hospital cafeteria setting, an A3 team might identify a rise in cross-contamination incidents. Following

the A3 path:

•  Current State: Staff use the same prep surfaces for raw and cooked foods during peak lunch hours.

•  Root Cause: The kitchen layout requires staff to walk 50 feet to reach the dedicated raw-prep station, leading 

to "short-cutting" during rushes.

•  Countermeasure: Redesign the kitchen workflow to place prep stations in a linear sequence that follows the 

cooking process.

•  Result: Zero cross-contamination incidents over a 90-day period and a 15% increase in meal prep speed.

Overcoming Implementation Challenges

While the A3 method is powerful, healthcare organizations often face hurdles during adoption. The most frequent 



challenge is Solutioneering—the tendency to jump to a solution before the root cause is understood. Clinicians

are trained to act quickly to save lives, which can paradoxically make the slow, deliberate pace of A3 thinking feel

counterintuitive.

Another challenge is data accessibility. In many hospitals, data is trapped in disparate systems. A3 teams must

often resort to manual data collection (tally sheets) at the Gemba to get a true picture of the current state. This

"manual" work is actually a benefit, as it forces the team to engage directly with the process.

Conclusion: The Broader Implications of A3 Thinking

The adoption of A3 problem solving marks a transition toward a high-reliability organization (HRO). By

standardizing the way problems are solved, healthcare institutions create a common language for improvement.

This goes beyond simple efficiency; it fosters a culture of psychological safety where errors are viewed as

opportunities for systemic redesign rather than occasions for individual punishment.

As Cindy Jimmerson and other Lean leaders emphasize, the ultimate goal of the A3 is not the report itself, but the

development of the people who write it. When every staff member is equipped with the tools to see waste and the

authority to experiment with countermeasures, the potential for healthcare transformation is limitless. The A3

process ensures that healthcare delivery is continuously refined through the eyes of the patient, leading to safer,

more efficient, and more compassionate care.
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