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Focus the Team’s Purpose  

Creating Excellence: An Approach to Continuous Improvement 

Your organization’s approaches to continuous improvement may vary. But most importantly, 

get started using an approach to continuously learning and getting better. Do not let the 

sophistication of models like Six Sigma and Lean Six Sigma deter action. Starting can be as 

simple as documenting your processes.  

Whatever the approach, it will have these elements: 

1. Assessment of the current state by 

periodically reviewing of the “as is” through  some 

engagement with customers and stakeholders and 

comparison to the “should be” of the system. 

2. Collaborative engagement to analyze the 

reasons for the gap. 

3. Identification of barriers to improvement. 

4. A plan for making the decisions and implementing the actions necessary to 

 reducing that gap. 

5. Development of an approach to monitoring those actions and the results to assess 

the need for further adjustment or change. 

 
Questions for discussion 
 

What to you are the essential components of a continuous improvement program? 
 
What do you see as barriers to implementing a CI program? Ideas for overcoming them? 
 
Write a short (no more than 75 words) introduction to a project charter establishing a 
continuous improvement program.   
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Brainstorming 
 

1. Set the stage by discussing the 

ground rules. No criticism of ideas. 

Assumptions will be suspended, and 

all team members have an equal 

voice.  

2. State the problem or question like, 

“Who are the various stakeholders or 

other participants who might be useful members of the team?” or “What are the 

elements of the purpose for this team?” 

3. Ask the team members to improve the statement of the problem or question by 

clarifying it. If a change is made, restate the clarification and the reason so there 

is common understanding. 

4. After problem or issue clarification, have everyone reflect for 5 minutes and write 

down their top five ideas in short phrases. 

5. Without discussion, have each in turn state the idea and post them to a white 

board until ideas are exhausted. Take five minutes for the team to read the ideas. 

6. Go around the room and provide an opportunity to ask clarifying questions: there 

is no discussion yet about the merits of the ideas. 

7. If there are many ideas, have team members sequentially group the ideas in 

clusters of related concepts, using short titles on the white board to identify the 

clusters. Clustering is not intended to limit the discussion, it simply makes 

discussion easier. 

8. Discuss then the relative merits of the grouping and ideas under each group. 

9. Record the results, clarifying as necessary. It may be helpful to take a picture of 

the final clusters to assist with recording. 
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Some Key Questions about Purpose 

In any project or continuous improvement initiative, ask yourself, “How will we know we 

succeeded?” Explore as a team its purpose. In early team meetings discuss: 

1. Is the purpose clear enough that it can serve as a 

visible guide for future action? 

2. How does the purpose meet the intrinsic needs 

of the team and the extrinsic needs of the organization?  

3. Is there any value to reviewing the organization’s 

current strategic plan or other documents that show how 

this project fits into the overarching goals, values, 

principles, and vision of the larger organization? 

4. Does the purpose include a vision for the future that adequately embraces the team’s 

values and guiding principles? 

5. Is the purpose visible enough so it can guide the subsequent actions of the team 

through the expansion and focusing phases of creating, exploring, and selecting ideas?  

6. What is the collective elevator speech that captures the purpose of the team? 

7. What are the key legal, policy, and organizational constraints that may limit options 

or frame decisions? 

8. Does the group have a process for revisiting the purpose and constraints at key times 

to see what has been learned and what needs to be adjusted in terms of project strategy? 

Questions for discussion 
 

Have you ever participated in a team project where the purpose was not clear? What 
happened to the team’s performance? 
 
Was purpose addressed? How? What difference did it make? 
 
How many ways Is purpose relevant to team’s work? 


