
 
 
Process Improvement 17-8.01-K 
 
KNOW the process improvement tools that are used to generate ideas and identify 
opportunities for improvement, as presented in the E-PME Study Guide. 
 
 
Process 
Improvement 

To effectively improve processes, as many people as possible should be 
involved in the improvement efforts.  People who contribute to a change 
are more likely to be excited by it and supportive of it.  One way to get 
people involved in change is to gather their ideas about how to effect that 
change. 
 
There are several process improvement tools to gather new ideas.  These 
tools include: 
 

• Brainstorming 
• Why technique 
• Contingency diagram 
• Affinity diagram 
• Force field analysis 
 

 
Brainstorming Brainstorming is a group idea-generation technique, which relies on the 

non-judgmental generation of ideas.  As a result brainstorming promotes: 
 

• Creative thinking 
• Enthusiastic participation 
• Avoidance of “analysis paralysis” 
 
Although there are different types of brainstorming sessions, they are 
generally all conducted in the same way. 

 
 



How to Conduct a 
Brainstorming 
Session 

1. Post the problem or topic where all participants can see it. 
2. Write all ideas on the board and do as little editing as possible. 
3. Solicit ideas using one of these brainstorming techniques: 

• Structured brainstorming 
• Unstructured brainstorming 
• Silent brainstorming 

4. Reduce the list to the most important items. 
5. Combine similar items. 
6. Discuss each item, in turn, on its own merits. 
7. Eliminate items that don’t apply to the original issue or topic. 
8. Give each person one final chance to add items. 
 

 
Structured 
Brainstorming 

To gather ideas using structured brainstorming: 
 
1. Solicit one idea from each person in sequence. 
2. Participants who do not have an idea at the moment may say “pass.” 
 
Structured brainstorming has an advantage and a disadvantage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Unstructured 
Brainstorming 

To gather ideas using unstructured brainstorming, participants simply 
contribute ideas as they come to mind. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 



Silent 
Brainstorming 

To gather ideas during a silent brainstorming session: 
 
1. Have participants write ideas individually on post-it notes or small 

slips of paper. 
2. Collect the papers and post them for all to see. 
3. Best used in combination with other brainstorming techniques. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Why Technique 
 
 
 

The Why Technique is a technique used to discover the root cause(s) of a 
problem.  By repeatedly asking the question “Why?” you peel away layer 
after layer of “symptoms” to get to the real heart of an issue.  You may 
never know exactly how many times you’ll have to ask why. 
 
You can use the Why Technique to: 
 
• Identify the root cause(s) of a problem 
• See how different causes of a problem might be related 
 

    



Contingency 
Diagram 
 

The Contingency Diagram is a technique for generating ideas concerning 
an issue or concern that capitalizes on negative thought.  Think of all the 
ways to cause a problem to get worse or continue unchecked.  Then 
develop an action plan to overcome these barriers. 
 
You can use a contingency diagram to: 
 

• Develop action plans to overcome ways that will cause problems to 
get worse or continue 

• Deal with negative people 
 



Affinity Diagram An Affinity Diagram is a technique for organizing verbal information into 
a visual pattern.  An affinity diagram starts with specific ideas and helps 
you work toward broad categories.  This is the opposite of a Cause and 
Effect Diagram, which starts with the broad effects and works toward 
specific causes.  You can use either technique to explore all aspects of an 
issue. 
 
You can use the Affinity Diagram to: 
 

• Organize and give structure to a list of factors that contribute to a 
problem 

• Identify key areas where improvement is needed 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 An example of an Affinity Diagram is depicted on the next page. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Affinity Diagram 
(continued) 

Example of an Affinity Diagram 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 



Force Field 
Analysis 

Force Field Analysis is a technique that helps you identify and visualize 
the relationships between the significant forces that influence a problem or 
goal. 
 
You can use the Force Field Analysis to: 
 

• Identify key factors (forces) that promote or hinder the solution of a 
problem or the achievement of a goal 

• Identify improvement opportunities 
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