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NC Circle Training 
Module 3: Project Circle 

Process
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Project Process Steps
1. Team Development
2. Theme Selection
3. Project Statement
4. Activity Plan 
5. Situation Description 

and Analysis
6. Goal(s) and Potential 

Benefits
7. Objectives Development
8. Develop Improvement 

Alternatives 
9. Decision Analysis

10. Planning Implementation 
of Best Alternative (PLAN)

11. Testing / Implementation 
(DO)

12. Implementation 
Verification (CHECK)

13. Implementation 
Standardization (ACT)

14. Comparison Summary
15. Activity Plan (Planned vs 

Actual)
16. Impact Analysis
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1. Team Development

What is involved?
Associates unite to reach 
a common goal

Why do this step?
To define the team’s 
organization, the team 
member’s roles and 
responsibilities in order 
to function effectively
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1. Team Development
Determine the role of each member
Every team needs leadership. By assessing skills and 
growth opportunities the team can determine 
which role each member can fill

• Leader: Liaison with management , activity 
champion, delegate responsibilities

• Sub-Leader: Back up to the Leader
• Secretary: Keep all meeting minutes, document all 

circle activities
• Team Member: General tasks

REMEMBER – Everyone is responsible to contribute 
on all assigned  tasks regardless of role!
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1. Team Development
Determine the role of each member
Build an “Officer Selection Matrix”: chose several 
categories and have each team member rate themselves 
as to their abilities in each category
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1. Team Development

Create & sign a 
Code of Conduct
Documents the 
expectations of the 
team members
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1. Team Development
Select a name
• Use brainstorming 

techniques to come up with 
potential names 

• Names can be generic and 
used for several circles or 
can be specific to the 
particular circle

• Come up with a consensus 
or majority vote to 
determine the team name
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1. Team Development

Tools suitable for this step:
• Brainstorming
• Selection Matrix
• Graphs
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2. Theme Selection

What is involved?
Team identifies a circle theme and how it will 
support the department or company business plan

Why do this 
step?
To prove the need 
to address a 
current issue and 
the fact that it 
supports the 
business plan
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2. Theme Selection

Determine a focus for the circle
• Use brainstorming techniques to 

come up with ideas for themes
• Develop a selection matrix, list all the ideas 

in the left hand column and score each idea 
against each category  
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2. Theme Selection
Determine whether the selected theme is a 
problem circle format or a project circle

Problem Solving Format
Addresses an item or situation that is 
performing below an acceptable level

Project Format
Improves a situation that is already 
performing at an acceptable level

If there is NOT a SPOS or procedure for your chosen theme, it does NOT automatically 
mean the Circle is a PROJECT CIRCLE

The lack of a standard may identify an UNACCEPTABLE CONDITION/STATE meaning the 
Circle should be classified as a PROBLEM CIRCLE
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Do we know 
why

(root-cause)?

Identify the root cause(s)

Verify the root cause(s)

Develop 
countermeasure(s) to 
address root cause(s)

Problem-Solving Circle

YES NO

NO UNACCEPTABLE
CONDITION/ STATE

Improvement Project Circle

Can we 
exceed 

expectations?

Is there a 
measurable 

gap?

Identify BARRIERS/ 
OBSTACLES to close

the gap(s)

Develop improvement(s), 
considering the identified 
BARRIERS/ OBSTACLES

Develop 
improvement(s)

STOP
Re-evaluate

YES

YES

NO

NOYES

IDEAL or FUTURE
CONDITION/ STATE

2. Theme Selection

Are we 
meeting 

expectations?
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2. Theme Selection

Identify stakeholders of the circle
• May have to be consulted during circle activity
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2. Theme Selection
Establish theme’s link to Business Plan
• Theme must tie into company business plan 

for the fiscal year to ensure that circle  
activity aligns with company goals
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2. Theme Selection

Helpful hints for this step:
• Themes involving company policies or 

benefits, personal, social, economic or 
political issues are not appropriate

• See the team’s facilitator or executive 
sponsor for business plan tie ins

• Extract and include the excerpts of the 
business plan that the theme ties into
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2. Theme Selection
Tools suitable for this step:

• Brainstorming
• Selection Matrix
• Graphs
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3. Project Statement

Why do this step?
To help focus the 
team on what its 
mission will be

What is involved?
The team writes a project statement in order to 
communicate the performance requirements and 
parameters
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3. Project Statement

Create a project statement including; 
• an Action
• an Object
• an Accomplishment 
• a Completion date
• Cost constraints
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4. Activity Plan

Why do this step?
To establish 
timeframes for the 
completion of each 
step and keep the 
circle on target for 
completion

What is involved?
The team develops an activity schedule
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4. Activity Plan
Establish an activity plan to track progress
• Create a Gantt Chart with the calendar across the 

top row and the required steps/tasks in the far left 
column

• Identify an expected completion date and make it 
the far right column of the chart

• Working backwards from the completion date plot 
the duration of each step/task on the chart 

• Keep two copies of the activity plan
– A copy with the planned schedule on it only to show for this 

step in the presentation
– A working copy that is used to track the actual progress of the 

project to show at Step 15 in the presentation
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4. Activity Plan

Tools suitable 
for this step:

• Gantt Chart
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
What is involved?
The team prepares both visual and data descriptions 
of the current situation and identified improvement 
opportunities

Why do this step?
To ensure that all team 
members have a thorough 
understanding of the 
baseline data which is 
needed to measure 
improvements
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
Determine the best method for visually 
describing the current situation



24

5. Situation Description & Analysis
Provide a data description of the current 
situation

• To focus on the correct data go back to the 
project statement and ask:
• What are the improvement opportunities related 

to the teams’ desired accomplishment
• How will the current situation of these 

opportunities be measured?
• The answers to these questions will become 

the data description; display the data in 
appropriate graphs
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
Provide a data description of the current 
situation

Project Statement
The Office Monkeys' Team goal is to select and implement an Human Resources  

Information System (HRIS) to improve the quality, delivery and timeliness of critical 
Human Resources data by April 8th, 2008.

Business Initiative

What are the improvement opportunities related to this business initiative?
1) Reduce duplicate entry of data points into different systems 

2) Reduce excessive delays in reporting data due to searching for data and issues 
resulting from lack of cross training

3) Reduce the opportunity for errors due to manual inputs
How will the current conditions of these improvement opportunities be measured?

By quantifying the time and steps spent inputting data for each process flow

The goal of this initiative is to reduce duplicate entries, manual inputs and calculations 
and to improve response time to associate and management requests for data

Project Statement

The Office Monkeys' goal is to select and implement an Human Resources 
Information System to improve the quality, delivery and timelinessof critical 

human resources databy April 1st, 2008

Time Spent On Number Of Manual 
Process Annually (hrs) Steps

New Hire 50 associates/yr @ .75 hrs 37.5 7
Annual Attendance Bonus Annually @ 24 hrs 24 7

Initial MHE Training Monthly @ 1 hr 12 8
First Aid (Daily Incidents) Weekly @ 5 hours 250 3

First Aid (Month End Report) Monthly @ 2 hrs 24 4
Attendance Discipline 240 incidents annually @ .25 hr 60 10

Vacation Request (Inquiry) 10 inquiries/wk @ .1 hr 52 5
Vacation Request (Entry) 5 requests/associate annually/500 associates @ .15 hr 375 7

Ad Hoc Reporting Various 208 4

Data Process Flow Calculation
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5. Situation Description & Analysis

All Project circles are now required to use a 
Cause & Effect Diagram to identify potential 
barriers/obstacles to reaching the ideal state 

described in the Project Statement
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
List & sort all potential barriers of the problem 
Brainstorm all potential barriers to reaching the 
ideal state and categorize them 

• Man/Method/Material/Machine
• REMEMBER- a potential barrier may be attributed to 

more than one category
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
Eliminate potential barriers that would not 
prevent the team from reaching the ideal 
state using the “Three Reality Principle”
• Go to spot 
• Know the actual situation
• Be realistic
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
Create a Ishikawa (Fishbone) diagram
• Enter the project statement and all 

remaining potential barriers
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
For each potential barrier ask “What could cause 
this?” or “Why would this happen?”
• Repeat the process until there is no known answer 
• Repeat this process for all remaining potential barriers
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5. Situation Description & Analysis

Identify any potential ROOT causes for the 
remaining barriers
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
When developing the improvement to be 
implemented focus on eliminating the confirmed 
root cause(s) that prevent the team from reaching 
the ideal state

Further investigation 
eliminated root cause 

of barrier

Further investigation confirmed 
root cause of barrier; improvement 

activity to address root cause
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
Collect and graph any data that might apply 
to other areas of the business plan that may 
be impacted by the circle

MAIN FOCUS

Revisit data from other areas of the business plan at the 
end of the circle to see if there was collateral benefits 
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5. Situation Description & Analysis
Tools suitable for this 
step:
• Process Maps
• Pictures
• Flowchart
• Graphs
• Matrix
• ISHIKAWA DIAGRAM

Time Spent On Number Of Manual 
Process Annually (hrs) Steps

New Hire 50 associates/yr @ .75 hrs 37.5 7
Annual Attendance Bonus Annually @ 24 hrs 24 7

Initial MHE Training Monthly @ 1 hr 12 8
First Aid (Daily Incidents) Weekly @ 5 hours 250 3

First Aid (Month End Report) Monthly @ 2 hrs 24 4
Attendance Discipline 240 incidents annually @ .25 hr 60 10

Vacation Request (Inquiry) 10 inquiries/wk @ .1 hr 52 5
Vacation Request (Entry) 5 requests/associate annually/500 associates @ .15 hr 375 7

Ad Hoc Reporting Various 208 4

Data Process Flow Calculation

Y Y

N N

Y

N

Daily Operations Month-End Reporting

First Aid

First aid report 
received from S/L 

or S/V

Review report for 
hospital visit

Hospital 
visit?

Enter data from 
first aid report into 

first aid 
spreadsheet

Prepare Form 7 
and fax to WSIB 
with data from 

Attendance Ent.

Another 
report?

END

Cut and paste data 
from report into 

Excel spreadsheet

Review report for 
new / relevant data

Another 
report?

Manually sort and 
group data based 

on metrics 
requirements

Print or email report 
to management

END
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6. Goal(s) & Potential Benefits 
What is involved?
The team identifies the 
primary goals of the project 
and the tangible and intangible 
benefits which should be 
expected once the project is 
completed

Why do this step?
To provide a project target from 
which to measure the project’s 
degree of success
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6. Goal(s) & Potential Benefits 
Write an “Ideal Image” statement
• Use the targeted improvement opportunities to 

develop a statement describing the situation 
after the improvement has been implemented
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6. Goal(s) & Potential Benefits 

Select from the collected data a 
meaningful measurable of the current 
situation that can be revisited to 
determine success 
• Using the “SMART” method, determine a 

logical goal for the team to meet
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6. Goal(s) & Potential Benefits 
Goal clearly defines 

expected results

The results can be 
quantified

Goal challenges but 
within reach

Goal relates directly 
to the problem

Goal has a target 
date for completion
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6. Goal(s) & Potential Benefits 

Ideal Image Statement

The HRIS system is an efficient and easy to use program that consolidates HR systems 
reducing overtime, manual data entry and calculations, improves scheduling, access as 

well as the quality delivery and timeliness of critical HR data.This in turn provides a better 
decision making tool for Associate Services/Production Support

Display the goal(s) on appropriate graphs

Time Spent On Number Of Time Spent On Process Number Of 
Process Annually (hrs) Steps Annually Goal (hrs) Steps Goal

Vacation Request (Entry) 375 7 161 3
First Aid (Daily Incidents) 250 3 167 2

Attendance Discipline 60 10 30 5
Vacation Request (Inquiry) 52 5 21 2

Totals 737 25 378 12

Data Process Flow
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6. Goal(s) & Potential Benefits 

Identify any other tangible or intangible 
benefits that may be realized 
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6. Goal(s) & Potential Benefits 

Tools suitable for this step:
• SMART method
• Graphs
• Matrix

Time Spent On Number Of Time Spent On Process Number Of 
Process Annually (hrs) Steps Annually Goal (hrs) Steps Goal

Vacation Request (Entry) 375 7 161 3
First Aid (Daily Incidents) 250 3 167 2

Attendance Discipline 60 10 30 5
Vacation Request (Inquiry) 52 5 21 2

Totals 737 25 378 12

Data Process Flow
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7. Objective Development 
What is involved?
The team collects input 
from affected stakeholders 
and develops selection 
objectives

Why do this step?
To validate the selection 
of the improvement 
alternative and ensure 
that the best idea is 
chosen

Objectives

Goal
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7. Objective Development 
Gather and document input from the affected 
stakeholders to get ideas or concerns
• Use surveys (graph results), pictures etc
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7. Objective Development 
Develop and list objectives that will influence 
the improvement choice on a MMR chart
• Measurable (quantifiable)
• Mandatory (required to reach goal)
• Realistic (attainable)
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7. Objective Development

Tools suitable for this step:
• MMR Chart
• Surveys
• Graphs
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8. Develop Improvement Alternatives
What is involved?
The team brainstorms improvement alternatives
Why do this step?
To ensure that the team has several options for 
improving the situation
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8. Develop Improvement Alternatives
Brainstorm several alternatives to improve 
the current situation
• Even though the team already 

may have an idea on how to 
improve the current situation, 
other alternatives are needed 

• Show and explain the process 
on how the team came about 
the alternatives using the data 
and feedback from previous 
steps 
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8. Develop Improvement Alternatives

Tools suitable for this step:
• Brainstorming
• Surveys
• Pictures
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9. Decision Analysis
What is involved?
The team weighs the pros and cons of each 
improvement alternative 

Why do this step?
To ensure the team picks the best improvement 
alternative
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9. Decision Analysis
Use a decision analysis (DA) matrix to weigh 
alternatives against your MUST and WANT 
objectives
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9. Decision Analysis
Use any other methods possible to also 
weigh each alternative against each other
• Document accordingly

Option #3 comes out ahead when 
both are weighed against potential 
failure modes

Options #3 and #4 score identical 
when weighed against SQCDME

Options #3 and #4 both meet all 
the “MUST” objectives on the DA 
matrix 
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9. Decision Analysis
Choose an improvement alternative for 
implementation
• List any possible risks/consequences
• Prepare countermeasures for potential risks 

Go or NG Go or NG Go or NG
Go or NG Go or NG Go or NG
Go or NG Go or NG Go or NG
Go or NG Go or NG Go or NG
Go or NG Go or NG Go or NG
Go or NG Go or NG Go or NG
Go or NG Go or NG Go or NG
  
Y Y Y
N Y Y
N N Y

N Y N

Hidden costs approach senior management for more money
RISKS ADVERSE CONSEQUENCES

DECISION STATEMENT: Select HRIS system that meets musts and as many wants as possible 

BEST OPTION: HR Technologies

Judgement:

O
B

J
E

C
T

IV
E

S

W
A

N
T

S "fuzzy logic" searching

M
U

S
T

S

track associate data

track assets
interface with swipe access system

extra$

significantly over meet budget
DB or SQL compliant
scalibility
ad hoc reporting 
interface with payroll
controls access to data

AXENTIA HR Technologies ORACLE

extra$

extra$ over 300 people

extra$

Option #3Option #2Option #1Current or Future Situation

Select HRIS system that meets musts 
and as many wants as possible
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9. Decision Analysis

Tools suitable for this step:
• Decision Analysis (DA) matrix
• Any other tool that can be used to weigh the 

alternatives against each other
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ATTENTION NEEDED!!!!!

Steps 10 
through 13 of 
the project 
format are 
known as the 
Deming Circle 
aka PLAN, DO, 
CHECK, ACT
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10. Planning Implementation of Best 
Alternative (PLAN)
What is involved?
The team develops a 
detailed plan for the 
implementation of the 
improvement

Why do this step?
To ensure that all aspects of the implementation are 
considered and laid out in such a way that the 
implementation should run smoothly with the end 
result meeting the project objectives
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10. Planning Implementation of Best 
Alternative (PLAN)
Prepare a detailed implementation plan and 
identify any required tests or trials
The team develops a detailed plan for the 
implementation of the improvement
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10. Planning Implementation of Best 
Alternative (PLAN)

Develop a Gantt chart to chart the 
implementation progress
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10. Planning Implementation of Best 
Alternative (PLAN)
Identify any 
potential 
problems in 
the plan and 
develop 
action plans 
for dealing 
with them if 
they should 
arise
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10. Planning Implementation of Best 
Alternative (PLAN)

Prepare a one 
page summary 
of you plan to 
submit to 
management 
for approval
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10. Planning Implementation of Best 
Alternative (PLAN)
Tools suitable for this step:

• 5Ws-1H
• Gantt Chart
• PFMEA
• Task Tree
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11. Testing/Implementation (DO)

What is involved?
The team carries out 
the implementation 
according to plan

Why do this 
step?
To document and 
monitor the 
implementation
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11. Testing/Implementation (DO)

Carry out the implementation plan:
Have an RU READY meeting with all involved in 
the implementation
• Confirm responsibilities
• Review plan
• Review documentation procedures
• Review associate feedback method and 

target audience
The team carries out the implementation 
according to plan
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11. Testing/Implementation (DO)

Document all aspects of the implementation 

• Retain all 
documents 
relevant to the 
implementation

• Trial SPOS
• Pictures
• Surveys
• Communications 
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12. Implementation Verification (CHECK)

What is involved?
The team checks the 
improvement results 
against the objectives

Why do this step?
To determine if the 
improvement was 
successful and confirm 
that all tasks are 
completed
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12. Implementation Verification (CHECK)
Confirm that all tasks during the 
testing/implementation were completed 
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12. Implementation Verification (CHECK)

Compare the 
actual results 
against the 
primary 
objective



67

13. Implementation Standardization (ACT)

What is involved?
The team standardizes the improvement

Why do this step?
To ensure the 
improvement will 
remain in place and 
that all relevant 
documents reflect the 
change
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13. Implementation Standardization (ACT)
Standardize the improvement  throughout 
the organization
• Train associates as needed
• Update relevant documents (SPOS, process 

guides, EMGs etc)
• Communicate standardization to all stakeholders
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14. Comparison Summary

Why do this step?
To identify the impact that 
the project has had on the 
business plan and the 
team members

What is involved?
The team summarizes their project 
and reflects on the activity
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14. Comparison Summary
Use the same photos/drawings, layout, flow 
chart, etc. from Step 5 to compare the after 
implementation state
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14. Comparison Summary
Use the appropriate tools to show the 
circle’s impact on any additional business 
plan items identified in Step 5

EXAMPLE:
Compare post-

improvement data for 
Safety, Environment, 

Quality & Management 
to determine any 

additional benefits
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14. Comparison Summary

Assess tangible, intangible and 
unexpected benefits identified in Step 6
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15. Activity Plan Vs Actual

Why do this step?
To comment and 
explain any 
deviation from the 
original plan

What is involved?
The original activity plan is checked against 
the actual timing of the circle
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15. Activity Plan Vs Actual
As each step in the circle is completed it is 
plotted on the activity plan developed in Step 3
• Any significant deviations from the planned activity 

should be explained 
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16. Impact Analysis

Why do this step?
To show the impact of 
participating in the circle 
process on the individual 
associates and any return 
on investment

What is involved?
Team members identify 
any new or improved skills 
and provide a cost 
assessment of the activity
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16. Impact Analysis
Identify, explain and display and new or 
improved skills developed during the circle
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16. Impact Analysis
Identify, explain and display any costs 
associated with the circle and the expected 
return on investment
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16. Impact Analysis

In this step it is appropriate to do a wrap up of 
stakeholder involvement and acknowledgement 
of associates that assisted the team in the circle


