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A Note to All Users of this Handbook

Kata are structured routines that you practice
deliberately, especially at the beginning, so
their pattern becomes a habit and leaves you
with new abilities. Kata are a way of learning
fundamental skills that you can build on. The
word comes from the martial arts, where Kata
are used to train combatants in fundamental
moves. But the idea of a Kata can be applied in
a much broader sense. The Improvement Kata
and Coaching Kata are for training managers
and leaders in a new way of doing their jobs.

At first you should try to practice each Kata
exactly as described, until its pattern becomes
somewhat automatic and habitual for you. That
can take several months of practice. When you
reach that point and have learned through
practice to understand the "why" behind that
Kata's routine, then you can start to deviate
from it by evolving your own version or style
of the pattern... as long as its core principles
remain intact.

Practice Kata to Find Your Way. My goal with
this Handbook is not to show you precisely
how your management system should look
and function. That would be impossible since

each organization has unique characteristics
and exists in unique conditions. Developing an
organization's managerial system is not about
copying the tools and techniques that another
organization has come up with, which would
be jumping to solutions. You can and should
start with some already-existing basics, like in
sports and music, but then it's an unavoidable
iterative process of trial and adjustment. The
goal of this Handbook is to show you how to
start developing and building your own 21st
Century management approach by practicing
a set of fundamental Kata.

This Handbook utilizes a well-proven set of
basic Kata to practice every day. You could call
them ”Starter Kata.” They come from the
Toyota Kata research and have been used for
practice at thousands of organizations around
the world. Begin with the starter Kata and then,
as you gain skill and understanding, add to or
adjust them to fit your situation as needed.
Then you'll be developing your own way.

Best wishes for your practicing!

Mike Rother
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How Do You Manage for Improvement,
Adaptiveness and Innovation?

L How can we best prepare an
organization for the future when we
don’t know what the future will bring?

O How can we get more comfortable with
challenging goals and successfuly
navigate the unpredictable zone between
here and there?

L How do you develop the skill of everyone
in the organization to establish
strategically-aligned goals and work
toward them effectively?

1 How do you sustain this?

This Handbook gives you a way to answer these questions.
Use the approach and practice techniques presented here to
develop skills and mindset that make your organization more
capable of achieving goals and meeting challenges.
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DELIBERATELY DEVELOPING A TEAM’S
SKILL AND AN ORGANIZATION’S CULTURE

This Handbook is about a scientific pattern combined with routines
of deliberate practice. Practicing the routines in this Handbook
makes you and your team better at achieving goals and meeting

challenges, and thus at improving, adapting and innovating.

Consider the following:

» The people in every organization have
unconscious habits of thinking and acting.
Those habits constitute the basis of the
organization’s culture.

» All managers are teachers, whether
consciously or not. With their everyday
words and actions managers teach their
people a mindset and approach, which
determines the organization’s capability.

For these reasons it makes sense to ask:

-->What pattern of thought and action do we want our managers
to be teaching?

-->What routines should we be practicing and reinforcing every
day in our organization to make that pattern a reality?
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(2)
‘Practice
Routine’

dance

o ITSABOUT

(1)
‘Pattern’
a dance

This Handbook is about developing new skills and habits the
same way that athletes and musicians do. Think of this as a
handbook of dance steps for beginners to practice.

(1) The overall pattern (the dance or skill you’re trying
to learn or teach) called the “Improvement Kata.” It's a &
systematic, scientific way of thinking and acting that can —
be applied to any goal. The objective is to have everyone
in your organization be able to dance this pattern smoothly
and confidently, in your organization’s own style.

-
- L
J %

(2) But just knowing the pattern of a dance is not
enough for being able to dance. You need to practice.
. . So this Handbook describes structured practice

routines (the dance steps) for beginners to start with
&\ 3. so they can learn the Improvement Kata pattern.

. 4. This Handbook also describes a routine for teaching
= . '\ the IK pattern, called the “Coaching Kata.”
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s ~ Making it Real
A Pattern Through Practice
or Model of ‘:>
Scientific Thinking @ cn: i X

\ _J Transforming our
thinking and acting
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WHAT’S IN PARTS |, Il & lll OF THIS HANDBOOK

(" The IMPROVEMENT KATA MODEL ) This is the overall pattern of
, (A scientific approach) thinking and acting we’re trying
. : : to learn. It’s a universal pattern
for achieving tough goals,
which can be applied in all walks
of life.

(HANDBOOK PART )

Voo \

There are PRACTICE ROUTINES The COACHING KATA is a
for each step of the practice routine for teaching
Improvement Kata. These are the the Improvement Kata pattern.
Starter Kata for the Learner. It’s the Starter Kata for the
Coach.
(HANDBOOK PART II)

(HANDBOOK PART lII)
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THE IK PATTERN IS A ‘META-SKILL’
The Handbook’s instructions apply at every level in an organization

Every Coach and Learner uses the same Handbook because
everyone in the organization can utilize the same scientific pattern
of thinking and acting, just as scientists do. It’s a foundational
meta skill. Each level practices the same fundamental routines,
although the content of what’s being worked on and, ultimately,
the style differs from area to area and level to level.

Responsible for

a Value S5tream
Responsible for a
Value Stream Lanﬁ\
Responsible

fora Prncess\

)ﬂl = Coach / Learner
relationships
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WHAT THIS HANDBOOK SHOWS YOU

How to apply, practice and teach the Improvement Kata
pattern so that it becomes a habit of thinking and acting

» How to use and operationalize a scientific pattern,
which is a foundation of modern management.

» How to use the Improvement Kata practice routines
on real processes to improve, adapt and innovate, by
walking you through them step-by-step.

» How to operate a daily Coach <--> Learner teaching
routine that integrates practice of the Improvement
Kata pattern into daily work and, over time, into
people’s mindset and a team or organization’s culture.

» How to get more comfortable with the uncertain path
that’s inherent in striving for challenging goals.

» How to align team efforts and make any team
successful in achieving goals and meeting challenges.

» How to sustain improvement, adaptiveness and
innovation by integrating it into daily management.
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| WHO THIS HANDBOOK
; IS FOR

One user is the Learner, i.e., anyone who wants to
become proficient in a scientific way of working and
thinking, through practice.

The other user is the Coach, i.e., anyone who manages
people. Once you’ve internalized the Improvement
Kata pattern yourself, this book helps you teach the
pattern to others. The goal is to embed the
Improvement Kata into the daily work of managers, who
are the day-to-day teachers in any organization.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Preface
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Preface
Introduction

. GETTING STARTED

The Improvement Kata Pattern
Guidelines for Practicing
Roles and Structure for Daily Practice “","7’/

Il. PRACTICE ROUTINES FOR THE IK

Step 1: Understand the Direction / Challengek\Egsv‘iocg?::ﬁ:;‘me
Step 2: Grasp the Current Condition«— IMPROVEMENT KATA

(The Improvement Kata Process Analysis) _~ speak to anyone who

: ; ... 4~ | wants to be a LEARNER
Step 3: Establish the Next Target Condition of the Improvement

Step 4: lterate Toward the Target Condition‘/ Kata pattern.

lll. THE COACHING KATA The 2 Chapters about
Routines & Guidelines for IK Coaches the COACHING KATA

speak to the COACH
How to do a Coaching Cycle WF;'O,S teaching the

Appendix: Forms for Practicing L’gﬁ;‘?‘r',e{ge;tLeK:fﬁer
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TWO PURPOSES FOR THIS HANDBOOK

1) A Practice Guide:

To as quickly and effectively as
possible make you proficient
enough to coach the Improvement
Kata pattern, enabling you to teach
and deploy it in your organization
with minimal reliance on outside
expertise.

2) An Application Guide:

To be a reference for
how to apply the
pattern of the
Improvement Kata.

Able to TEACH it

Able to DO it

AWARE of it

My goal in developing this Improvement Kata Handbook is
to evolve, simplify and codify the Improvement Kata and
Coaching Kata practice routines to the point that they can
be used by anyone; to show that scientific thinking is a
life skill that can be practiced and learned by everyone.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Preface
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e e ;
The routines in this handbook will make \

4 you, your team and your organization
 better at attaining what you set out to do

The Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata =
are about goal-oriented creativity in teams
and organizations. By practicing these two
Kata, teams become united in a scientific -
way of working and, ultlmately, th|nk|ng

e Py I.I.-_... A
.' J r Ll
b - "li'- .
e 5 .: - .,‘ it W

This Handbook is about practicing a way
of operating... to develop a way of thinking
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CREATE AN ARMY OF PROBLEM
SOLVERS IN YOUR ORGANIZATION

Who are able to handle the uncharted path
to challenging goals

Deliberate practice using simple, structured
beginner routines (Kata) is not new.

Likewise, the pattern of the IK model is similar to other models
of creative / scientific human endeavor such as systems
thinking, critical thinking, design thinking, creative thinking,
solution focused practice, preferred futuring, skills of inquiry,
evidence-based learning and so on.

What is unique in this Handbook is combining those two things.

This Handbook gives you Starter Kata for each of the four steps
of the Improvement Kata and for teaching (Coaching) IK practice.
It shows you how to use these routines, so you can then evolve
and build on them in ways that suit your organization.
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CONDITIONS AROUND US ARE COMPLEX & DYNAMIC
(Interconnected and Unpredictable)

The ability to meet challenges and improve -- to learn, adapt, grow
and evolve -- is a critical task in a complex, changeable world.

- Conditions are always changing
- It’s impossible to know how they will develop
- If you fall behind it can be difficult to catch up

We can train ourselves to
execute successfully in
this environment.

There’s a kata for that!

An organization should be both consistent enough to deliver what it promises, and
adaptive enough to keep moving forward. Sooner or later things change, so part of
the strategy for an organization that wishes to survive long-term is to build capability
for continuously improving and evolving.

However, since it's impossible to know what products and services will be important
in the future, the capabilities you teach should apply to any situation. This Handbook
is about exactly this kind of meta capability, and how to build it in your organization.
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WHAT IS A KATA? IT'S A PRACTICE ROUTINE!

It’s how you start. A Kata is a structured routine you practice
deliberately as a beginner*, so its pattern becomes a new habit.

-

Through practicing, the pattern of a Kata becomes second
nature; done with little conscious attention. The goal is not
the Kata itself, which gets used less and less as you become
more and more proficient, but the habits of thinking & acting
that practicing the Kata leaves behind.

An example is practicing to learn to drive a car. Once you \
can drive you don’t think much anymore about how to use )
the car’s controls and instead can focus your attention on “Whenever you start

. . . . learning a new skKill
the situational aspects of navigating the road. you're a beginner

Why does a Kata matter? It’s a way of transferring skills and developing
mindset. Kata help translate concepts into practical reality.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction 5



THIS IS AN EXAMPLE OF A KATA

SALSA

On~1 "Los An eles-St le"

I'he numboer reprasants the beat of tha music. B gray hoot print
rapresenis the fool where your weight should be -n-'u the corresoonding
beal of the musio. "Break” means siepping orsacd quickiy and
rocking back; Breaking your momentum,

Remamber 1o Dancs light on your toes and hawve FLIE

2 3 4

)| 0

Zhift weaghi on
o Left Fool

Breas forward | Hock hack Slap back
with Lad Fost arie Righd Foot | wath Left Foot

8 7 6 5

Step harwand Hock omverd Break back
with Right Fool | ano Left Fool | with Right Foat

60 | 0 {

It’s a structured practice routine
-- an aid -- for beginning to learn
a targeted new skKill.

At the start of your practice you

follow the kata exactly. As your

skill develops you don’t need the
kata so much anymore.

The goal is the skill, not the kata.

Whenever you want to train a
beginner, or want to refresh
some basics, you go back to
the kata.

Someone who has developed proficiency with the target skill no
longer uses the kata aid so frequently and rigidly. But you first
have to get to that skill level, usually by practicing deliberately.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook
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WHAT PATTERN (KATA) SHOULD YOU TEACH &
PRACTICE IN YOUR TEAM OR ORGANZATION?

--> It should be practiced in normal daily work throughout the
organization.

To lead to the development of new skills, mindset and culture the pattern
should be an integral part of how work is normally done, not separate.

--> It should be suitable for any goal or problem (a Meta Skill).

Since we don’t know what the future will bring, the pattern we practice
should be content-neutral; i.e., applicable in any situation. The form that
our behavior and thinking should take is prescribed, but the content is not.

--> |t should be based on the scientific way of working.

Since human perception is biased, the pattern should rely on facts and
data, not our impressions.

--> It should include detailed practice routines for beginners.
Concepts or coarse steps alone don’t change mindset and behavior.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction



THE IMPROVEMENT KATA FITS
THESE REQUIREMENTS PERFECTLY

The IMPROVEMENT KATA is a four-step pattern
DEFINITION|] that models a scientific way of thinking and

acting so that, with practice, anyone can learn it.

The Improvement Kata is a universal, repeatable pattern for
improving, adapting and innovating -- for achieving
challenging objectives in complex situations -- by working
systematically and scientifically. It uses systematic,
scientific experimentation to strive for successive target
conditions on the way to a longer-term challenge.

The Improvement Kata models the human creative process;
i.e., what a person or team that is being creative does. It’s a
framework of thinking and acting that allows teams to face
evolution and change with a positive sense of we can do it.

The purpose of practicing the Improvement Kata pattern is
to make scientific thinking and working habitual. This helps
teams and organizations be more effective because it allows
them to direct their conscious attention and ingenuity to the
situational details that require deliberate thought, yet to still
operate scientifically.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction
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WHAT IS N =
SCIENTIFIc ™.° .;/
THINKING? ,

e 1N

Scientific thinking is the intentional coordination of theory and
evidence, whereby we encounter new information, interpret it and,
if warranted, revise our understanding accordingly. This pattern is
in contrast to relying on already-held beliefs to explain causality.
Scientific thinking gives us the ability to look beyond our
preconceptions and see the world and ourselves in a truer light.

What’s important about scientific thinking is not just whether we
decide to revise beliefs based on new information, but that
practicing it helps us reshape how we think... moving away from
relying on subconscious biases and an artificial sense of certainty.
Happily, all humans are equipped to think about thinking, which is
called “metacognition,” and are able to change how they think
through personal experience (practice)!

A main premise of this Handbook is that scientific thinking
and creativity are by no means limited to professional
scientists and artists. They are essential and widely-
applicable life skills that anyone can develop by practicing the
Improvement Kata pattern.
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA IS ABOUT THE
“THRESHOLD OF KNOWLEDGE”

The Threshold of Knowledge is the point at which you have no facts
and data and start guessing. The Improvement Kata is a systematic,
scientific routine for groups of people to successfully navigate
beyond the threshold of knowledge.

Reality is complex and dynamic, which means the way forward can’t be
fully determined in advance. Reaching a challenging goal involves
iteration and experimentation that’s aimed at a desired condition
(which we don’t yet know exactly how we will achieve.) We don’t know
exactly what’s going to happen and no plan will cover everything.

But that’s OK, because we can practice and learn a pattern of scientific
thinking that helps us to successfully navigate that territory. Simply
put, practicing the Improvement Kata pattern makes you more able to
acknowledge and be comfortable with Knowledge Thresholds.

Predictable Zone | Uncertainty / Learning Zone
—~u 55 es ?
oo 2 '
cleal
Current ? "'.;E-g“ﬁuﬂ
Knowledge
Threshold

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction
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THE COACHING KATA HELPS YOU TEACH
THE IMPROVEMENT KATA

The COACHING KATA is a routine
DEFINITION] for teaching the Improvement Kata

pattern in daily work.

The Coaching Kata is a set of teaching routines for
facilitating Improvement Kata skill development in
daily work. The Coaching Kata gives managers and
supervisors a standardized training approach and
helps them develop effective coaching habits.

The purpose of the Coaching Kata is to teach the
Improvement Kata pattern through deliberate
practice, while using real-world goals and problems.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction



THE IMPROVEMENT KATA & COACHING KATA
INCLUDE PRACTICE ROUTINES

Practical These kata not only model a way of working, but
Application they also have structured practice routines for
beginners, to make their pattern teachable.

That second element is what makes the
Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata different
from other management concepts. Those
concepts may be correct, but they lack a way
of operationalizing them through deliberate,
learn-by-doing practice.

Ve
Knowing a bunch of things about the Improvement Kata
and Coaching Kata is not the answer. What’s important

Is internalizing their patterns so you can then apply them
in a variety of unrelated situations.

This Handbook shows you how to practice and internalize
the Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata patterns in
everyday work life. The pattern of the Improvement Kata
can be taught to anyone, but to learn it you have to
practice it.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction

12



THE TWO KATA

This Handbook provides practice details for the following elements

| IMPROVEMENT KATA |

Understand Grasp the Establish the Iterate Toward
the Current Next Target the Target
Direction Condition Condition Condition

)

Target
% z Condition Z

| COACHING KATA | ‘ 1

Daily Coaching
. Cycles
Instructing / Coaching E ﬁ
<>
Coach Learner
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LET'S START WITH A BIT OF METACOGNITION *
* (A big word for thinking about how you think)

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction 14



A QUICK EXPERIMENT

Take a moment... please cross your arms.
Then re-cross them the other way.

For most of us the second
time feels odd. You have to
consciously think about it
and be more deliberate.

How did it feel the second III
time compared to the first?

What would happen if you It would become normal;
practiced folding your arms |II something you can do
without thinking about it.

the other way every day?

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction
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MUCH OF WHAT WE DO IS HABITUAL

Like crossing our arms, performed almost without thinking

Habits are behaviors that have been repeated regularly and
occur unconsciously. The repeated behavior develops neural
pathways in the brain, making the behavior easier to complete.

Our brain creates habits for efficiency; to free up capacity for
when deliberate decision making is necessary. Unconscious
thinking enables you to get through the day by taking care of
routine decisions with minimum fuss.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction
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OUR UNCONSCIOUS HABITS ARE FAST & POWERFUL

Our brain avoids conscious, deliberate thinking if it can,
because that kind of processing consumes more resources
and has a slow reaction time. Unconscious thinking is fast and
instinctive, while deliberate thinking is slow and intentional.

The subconscious is powerful. It can process billions of bits

of information per second, while our deliberate mind can only
process a few thousand per second.

C g

-

Unconscious Deliberate
Thinking Thinking

However, a pitfall of many habits is that the past experiences
that created them do not necessarily represent future situations

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction



COGMITIVE
HAZARD

WE HAVE MENTAL STUMBLING BLOCKS!

We have a natural, subconscious tendency to quickly
draw conclusions based on cognitive factors rather
than evidence

IUMRING TQ GONGIUSIQNS

Our automatic cognitive mechanisms serve us well in
many circumstances where fast judgement is essential
for survival. But in other situations they can lead to
errors called cognitive biases and logical fallicies.

To navigate the world our brain instantly tries to create
a coherent interpretation of reality from the inputs it
receives, but it hides from us the inferences that it is
making. You could call this aspect of our brains a
“belief engine driven by confirmation bias.”

We have a blind spot when it comes to our habits of
mind. Since our unconscious responses are automatic,
hidden from us, and potentially biased they may not
always lead us where we would like to go.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook
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EXAMPLE: A NATURAL MENTAL SHORTCUT
THAT THE IMPROVEMENT KATA COUNTERACTS

The Threshold of Knowledge is difficult to spot because we don’t
realize our brain is automatically filling in our knowledge gaps. We
often try to determine our path in advance through logic and debate,
but that’s not effective in complex, dynamic conditions. Once you
hit a knowledge threshold you see further by conducting an
experiment, not by deliberating.

Our brain tries to
Actual limit @utomatically fill in this part

Where of what you The
you currently Goal
are know

Path isn’t knowable in advance

3 "
% 7 c\e® ?
v P o 7 '
“
"
%
Current i TQr\‘\‘ON
Knowledge

Threshold
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FORTUNATELY, WE HAVE THE ABILITY
TO CHANGE OUR AUTOPILOT

Humans have the power to develop new habits.
That’s what the Improvement Kata & Coaching Kata are about.

The brain is plastic, meaning it can be molded and formed,
which allows you to learn throughout your lifetime. You
can rewire your thinking and habits by deliberately
(consciously) practicing a different behavior pattern.

Because initial practicing is deliberate it uses your slower
conscious mind. But once the pattern you’re practicing
enters your unconscious it gets smoother and faster and
becomes the normal, habitual way you operate.

Deliberate
Practice

» '&

develops

Unconscious
Thinking

With the right kind of practice this is a way you can change
the culture of an organization, and even an entire society
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MANAGERS ARE THE TEACHERS

Through its managers, a team or organization’s culture
perpetuates itself every day

Note: This suggests that Managers
whatever new work habits automatically
you want to deliberately teach and reinforce
develop should over time be the prevailing culture
spread across the entire

team or organization. Team or

If you try to develop a new Organizational | Teaches )

work habit only in certain Culture Mindset
areas or projects, the Routines and
prevailing culture (current Habits behavior
habits) will tend to dominate. Il-'g;trlglss

Every time we do something,
we’re more likely to do it again
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KATA GET PRACTICED IN ORDER
TO SHAPE A NEW CULTURE

Q.

Here the manager

is a coach deliberately
teaching a way of
thinking & acting

e

Team or

— Affects |Organizational | Teaches )
Pgaggf;igg Culture Mindset
pnew Routines b znd

v Habits ehavior
behaviors Rituals

Norms

What organizational
culture, mindset and
behavior do you want?

What do you want
managers to be
teaching / coaching?

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook
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WE CAN DEVELOP
NEW SKILLS & MINDSET

We may have grown up thinking all skill and behavior is
innate -- that you’re either born with it or not -- but that’s
not 100% correct.

Much of what happens in organizations and society is a

consequence of the habits people acquire through
practice, whether deliberately or by happenstance.

Constantly

under
construction
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DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE HABITS FOR
IMPROVEMENT, ADAPTIVENESS AND INNOVATION

How can we be creative and effective in dynamic conditions if we tend
to automatically apply old thinking & solutions to new situations?

The book Toyota Kata and the Improvement Kata Handbook
are about working scientifically to counteract potentially
harmful unconscious heuristics (rules-of-thumb),
cognitive biases and logical fallicies that we automatically
tend to use when dealing with problems, challenges and
change.

Any team can work scientifically to successfully adapt,
achieve goals and meet challenges along uncertain paths
with confidence, if they’ve practiced and learned a way of
doing that.

The trick is to develop well-worn mental circuits not for
solutions, but for a systematic, scientific way of
developing solutions. That’s what practicing the pattern
of the Improvement Kata is about.

This content-free meta skill can then be applied to an
endless number of situations. That’s important because
we don’t know what challenges are coming in the future.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Introduction



SUMMARY
The Improvement Kata + the Coaching Kata
= a Way of Managing

This Handbook is about a different approach to management.
The 20th Century management approach of predicting, planning
and monitoring doesn't work well in complex, dynamic systems.

Although the Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata describe a
routine for improvement, adaptation and innovation, they are
actually a way of managing people every day. There’s no separation
between the Improvement Kata / Coaching Kata and managing.

The focus here is on building the Improvement Kata and Coaching
Kata into the normal daily work of managers and supervisors.
Managers and supervisors are thereby doing two things
simultaneously... making their teams better at achieving goals as
they guide their teams in working on achieving real goals.

Working on real goals is the environment for practicing, coaching
and developing people that underlies this handbook. It’s not about
an extra training program. It’s like free training.

Managers here have two interrelated goals:

--> Have their team achieve an objective
using the Improvement Kata pattern

--> Develop skill within Learners, for
applying the Improvement Kata pattern
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA /COACHING KATA
DEFINITION OF MANAGEMENT

“The systematic pursuit of desired
conditions by utilizing human
capabilities in a concerted way”
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PART |: Getting Started

Chapter 1. The Improvement Kata Pattern

Chapter 2. Guidelines for Practicing the
Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata

Chapter 3. Roles and Structure for Daily Practice
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Chapter 1

THE IMPROVEMENT KATA
PATTERN

Current
Conditic

Challenge
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THIS CHAPTER GOES OVER THE
IMPROVEMENT KATA MODEL

The IMPROVEMENT KATA PATTERN
(a scientific approach)

This is the scientific PATTERN
of thinking and acting we’re
trying to practice & learn

- |
This Chapter

There are also starter practice The COACHING KATA is a starter

routines for each step of the practice routine, for learning
Improvement Kata, to help you learn how to teach the
its pattern of thinking and acting Improvement Kata pattern

The practice routines are covered in PART Il and PART Il of this Handbook
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA PATTERN
MODELS THE CREATIVE PROCESS

The Improvement Kata

is a model of an effective,
universal human pattern for
improving, adapting and
innovating.

The pattern represented by
the Improvement Kata
model has probably been
around for as long as
humans have been around.

Scientists & entrepreneurs
use it every day.

However, this pattern is
usually not the natural or
default way that adults think
and act. It’s a learned skill.
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA PATTERN

The Improvement Kata is a 4-step pattern you practice to make
systematic, scientific, creative striving a habit, which makes you more
effective at achieving challenging goals in complex, dynamic conditions

Get the
Direction or
Challenge

Establish
your Next
Target
Condition

Conduct
Experiments

to get there

Grasp the
Current
Condition
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HERE ARE THE STEPS OF THE
IMPROVEMENT KATA, IN SEQUENCE

1 ——> 2 ——> 3 —— 4

&

Understand
the
Direction

N\

7

Grasp the
Current
Condition

N\

7

Establish the
Next Target
Condition

l

Target
Condition

i

N\

J

7

Iterate Toward
the
Target Condition

What challenge

are we striving

to meet?

What is the
current way

of operating?

What way of
operating do

we want to
have next?

A step-by-step
discovery process
between where we
are and where we
want to be next.
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HOW WE TEND TO REACT TO A PROBLEM OR HANDLE A GOAL

Whether in business, politics or daily life, we often think the best way is to deliberate over the
correct answers and arrive at a consensus. (E.g., “Let’s have a meeting.”)

Unfortunately this unsystematic and unscientific approach is useful only in simple cases where the
same path has been traveled before. It's not a good way of tapping our human learning capability
and handling more complex and dynamic situations. It often leads to ineffective responses.

Why the deliberating approach
often fails in situations that are
complex, dynamic or new:

--> We’re debating from inside
our current threshold of
knowledge. You don’t know
what you don’t yet know.

--> Our neural mechanisms
are tuned to focus on the
immediate surface aspects

of situations.

--> Our brain tries to make sense
of unfamiliar information by
automatically filling in the

blanks.

--> Complexity & unpredictability

overwhelm our brain’s

processing resources.
--> We tend to state untested

assumptions as facts.

IT’S UNSCIENTIFIC Deliberating over
answers beyond our knowledge threshold
is flying blind. There’s a grey zone between
where you are and where you want to be
next, and the path can’t be deterimined in
advance by logic and reason. You need
to experiment. Scientists are constantly
adding to knowledge.

IT'S BIASED We don’t realize how
extensively our unconscious
predispositions, natural mental shortcuts
and beliefs influence how we see, think
and react. The brain is a great servant but
a poor master.

IT’"S UNSYSTEMATIC Stabbing at
problems in the hope that something will
work is not a methodical procedure.

IT'S UNCREATIVE If you’re just reacting
to problems, rather than proactively striving
for something, entropy wins.

There is a more effective way of thinking and acting, but it takes practice!

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook

The Improvement Kata Pattern




Let’s take a closer ook
at the four steps of the
Improvement Kata pattern

LW N o k

Understand Grasp the Establish the lterate Toward
the Current Next Target the
Direction Condition Condition Target Condition

==

o ™ P %

The illustrations on pages 13-18 and 20-21
are based on illustrations by Bill Costantino
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THE FOUR-STEP IMPROVEMENT KATA PATTERN HAS TWO PHASES:
A PLANNING PHASE AND AN EXECUTING PHASE

Note, however, that “planning” in this case is different from what you might think of as planning.
It's not about just making an action plan. Gaining the perspective and understanding that the
first three ‘planning’ steps of the Improvement Kata provide is a foundation for the ‘executing’
phase. One of the most common mistakes is trying to get into the Executing phase too soon; too
hastily moving ahead based on preconceptions instead of taking time to analyze and learn more
about the situation.

1 — 2 — 3 — 4

r!" N N N "'I-"'|
Understand Grasp the Establish the lterate Toward
the Current Next Target the
Direction Condition Condition Target Condition
ST ™
.
"-..L W N N "‘_...n'
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THE PLANNING PHASE: GOING SLOW TO THEN BE FAST & FOCUSED

Many teams quickly get into implementation action, for a supposed time savings. But in such cases
the team’s effectiveness often follows the dotted red line in the graph below. In contrast, the
Improvement Kata approach looks more like the blue line in the graph.

The Planning phase of the Improvement Kata involves (a) getting some clarity about the overarching
challenge, (b) digging deep to better understand the current condition and then (c) establishing an
appropriate next goal. This helps move you more comfortably into the zone of uncertainty where
you apply your creativity by viewing the steps you take as experiments from which you learn.

- = = == Without the planning phase & experimentation
With the planning phase & experimentation

A
High

Make

Debate Plan

Implement

Implementation
Effectiveness

]
Low = >
Time
Understand Grasp Establish  lterate
Direction  Current Target Experiment

Condition Condition Learn
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA PATTERN IS NESTED

Each step of the Improvement Kata pattern gets ‘framed’ within the context of the previous
step. This framing effect is an integral part of effective problem solving.

Frames Frames Frames
rr’ s i i
Understand Grasp the Establish the lterate Toward
the Current Next Target the
Direction Condition Condition Target Condition
Conditlo
"-..L- o AN AN
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA CONNECTS THE LEVELS OF AN ORGANIZATION

The pattern of the Improvement Kata is a scalable pattern that’s utilized at each level of an
organization. STEP 1 of the Improvement Kata model ("Understand the Direction”) entails
understanding the Target Condition from the level above you. (Ultimately this is linked to a
high-level strategic objective or challenge.) STEP 3 of the Improvement Kata involves defining
the next Target Condition at your level, in the direction that was set in the first step.

{1 — > 2 —» 3 —— 4

rr’ N N N "\1\
Understand Grasp the Establish the lterate Toward
the Current Next Target the
Direction Condition Condition Target Condition

Target
Conditio

I"‘_I.. Fa o o .JJ

Comes from the At your level

level above you
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PLANNING PHASE - Where Do We Want to Go?

STEP 1: UNDERSTAND THE DIRECTION. A challenge is set, beginning at the organization or
value-stream level. This overarching challenge is a strategic differentiator that relates to better serving
the customer, and may come from a future-state value stream map. It provides an overarching
objective and rallying point for individual process improvement efforts inside the organization.

The challenge at your process is the target condition from the level above you. So the overarching
challenge gets broken into successively smaller elements as you move down the organization.

You Are Here Your Process’s Challenge

Comes from the level above
yvou and links to a strategic
differentiator related to

better serving the customer

Challenge

Your challenge may be an
element of a future-state
value stream map

Understand |§| Grasp the Establish Iterate ig Ei%_; (L

the Current the Next | |[Toward the

. . o Target Target
Direction Condition Condition Condition

A>>e
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STEP 2: GRASP THE CURRENT CONDITION. Once the direction coming from the level above
you is understood, study the current condition of your focus process in detail following the steps of
the Process Analysis Kata, which helps you see beyond your preconceptions as you analyze a
process. The results of this analysis are an input into defining the next Target Condition, and
represent your Current Knowledge Threshold about the work process you're looking at.

The Current

Original Knowledge Threshold
Preconceptions after Process Analysis
Challenge
Understand |§| Grasp the E:eta:‘;::;h lrolvtv::ttehe
th Current
oirection || conattion|ff 7B | | Toreet
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STEP 3: ESTABLISH THE NEXT TARGET CONDITION. The purpose of studying the current
condition is to obtain the facts and data you need in order to establish a descriptive and
measureable target condition at your level, in the direction of the challenge.

The target condition lies outside your current knowledge threshold and has a specified achieve-by
date that’s between 1 week - 3 months out. The target condition describes in some detail how you
would like the focus process to be functioning on that achieve-by date. Once you have a target
condition you begin to see Obstacles to achieving it, which are noted in the Obstacles Parking Lot.

Next Target Condition (with achieve-by date)
Outside Your Knowledge Threshold

@)

Understand
the
Direction

Grasp the
Current
Condition

Establish
the Next
Target
Condition

Iterate
[Toward the
Target
Condition

Obstacles
Parking Lot

Challenge
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EXECUTING PHASE - How to Get There

NOW THERE IS THE GREY ZONE. You don’t know exactly how you’re going to get to the
target condition by its specified achieve-by date. The grey zone is a learning zone.

Unclear Territory, Obstacles

L1 ” .
The "Grey Zone Parking Lot

Challenge

Establish Iterate
Undte'r‘stand G(r:asrf ntthe the Next [Toward the
e urre Target Target

Direction Condition Condition Condition

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook The Improvement Kata Pattern

16



STEP 4: ITERATE TOWARD THE NEXT TARGET CONDITION. Two daily routines are used

here: The PDCA Kata (rapid experimenting) by the Learner, and the Coaching-Cycle Kata (Coach).

More obstacles appear in this phase of the Improvement Kata, due to the learning via experiments.
Many obstacles are not visible in the planning phase. The team works on one obstacle at a time.
You're looking for the most direct path through the field of obstacles to the next target condition,
which won’t be a straight line. You're in a mode of rapid learning and discovery, adjusting your
course based on facts & data gained through experimenting. The threshold of knowledge moves

with each experiment.

Rapid Experimentation

and the Path of Discovery

Obstacles
Parking Lot

Challenge

The knowledge threshold moves to
the right as each obstacle is overcome

Understand
the
Direction

Grasp the
Current
Condition

Establish
the Next
Target
Condition

Iterate
[Toward the
Target
Condition
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THERE’S NO NEED TO WORK ON EVERY POSSIBLE OBSTACLE. You only need to overcome
those obstacles that you find are preventing the process from operating in a way consistent with the
next target condition. From each experiment you gain new information and adjust your next step
accordingly, to iteratively find your way to the target condition by the achieve-by date. The obstacles
parking lot is continually updated, revealing how flawed our preconceptions can be.

® Potential Obstacles
® Obstacles Worked On

(The right obstacles to work on)

Understand
the
Direction

Grasp the
Current
Condition

Establish
the Next
Target
Condition

Iterate
[Toward the
Target
Condition

Obstacles
Parking Lot

Challenge
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WHAT CAN WE IMPROVE? versus WHAT DO WE NEED TO IMPROVE?

Simply asking people, “What can we improve?” is not an effective way of continuously
improving, generating teamwork and empowering people:

* Everyone’s viewpoint is naturally limited and biased
e We quickly get overwhelmed with diverse action items going in different directions
e There’s only limited time available each day for working on improvement

With the Improvement Kata a team instead focuses on what it needs to do to improve. This
involves working on only those obstacles that the team finds are actually preventing the team
from moving from its current condition to the next target condition.

defined target condition is a great
framework for bringing everyone’s

. ideas into play!

GT Our human ingenuity is activated

— Tackling the specific obstacles to a

and channeled when we operate
with boundaries and limits.
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NOW YOU ARE HERE. There is a new threshold of knowledge and a new current condition.
And the Learner has gotten more skillful in applying the Improvement Kata pattern.

v" New current state = improved performance
v Closer to the breakthrough challenge
4 Expanding knowledge threshold

v’ Increased skill with the Improvement Kata

Challenge

Understand
the
Direction

Grasp the
Current
Condition

Establish Iterate
the Next [Toward the
Target Target
Condition Condition
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REPEAT THE PATTERN. Once the target condition is achieved or its achieve-by date is reached,
the steps of the Improvement Kata are repeated. Before that, however, the Learner and Coach reflect
on what was learned in the last pass through the Improvement Kata. The pattern of the Improvement
Kata then repeats as the Learner sets and then strives to achieve the next target condition toward the
overarching challenge. It takes a series of target conditions to reach the challenge, but they are set
one after another since you don’t know in advance what the all necessary target conditions will be.

Next Target Condition
Toward the Challenge

Understand
the
Direction

Grasp the
Current
Condition

Establish
the Next
Target
Condition

Iterate
[Toward the
Target
Condition

Challenge
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SUMMARY

( .
Planning Phase
Understand Grasp the Establish the
the Current Next Target
Direction Condition Condition
g S ET I
§

(Execuﬁng Phasé\

Iterate Toward
the Target
Condition

At Target
Condition or
TC Date?

Summary Reflection

Diagram by Hakan Forss & Mike Rother
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA
IS A META SKILL

It’s working on how you think

Every organization has work routines. The pattern

of the Improvement Kata is a different and particularly
powerful routine because it’s a meta skill. It’s a "meta-habit"
that aims to change your mental operating system so your
human capabilities come to greater fruition.

To understand this, separate WHAT you’re working on from
HOW you’re working on it. The Improvement Kata focuses on
the HOW. That is, the Improvement Kata is a content-free
pattern for how to go about improving, adapting and innovating.

Skills are usually domain-specific. You don't learn to play
baseball by practicing soccer. But the pattern of the
Improvement Kata is a way of working toward any objective.
Practicing the scientific pattern of the Improvement Kata
develops mindset and habits for achieving challenging goals. It
creates a change in your organization’s culture that facilitates
continuous improvement.
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IT'S A SYSTEMATIC, SCIENTIFIC APPROACH

Like any scientist, one of the few things we can actually know is
the method we use. It’s impossible to make completely accurate
predictions about the future, especially in complex, interconnected
systems. But with the pattern of the Improvement Kata you have a
universal approach for navigating that territory.

-
Merate Towsrd
the
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA GIVES YOU SOMETHING
TO HANG ONTO WHEN THE PATH IS UNCERTAIN

It’s a kind of security blanket

Learning
Zone

Comfort
Zone

The Improvement Kata gives you a way of having fewer
negative emotions and more confidence and motivation
when you navigate unclear territory. “I’'ve never done that
before, but | know how to figure it out and find the way.” It
helps you experience uncertainty more as an opportunity.
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THE PATTERN OF THE IMPROVEMENT KATA
PUTS YOU ON A JOURNEY
OF PRACTICE AND DISCOVERY

We want
to be
here
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THE CHAIN REACTION WE’RE LOOKING FOR

Practicing the scientific pattern and routines of the Improvement Kata
moves people from a predictable-zone mindset to an exploratory mindset

Increased _}

Self _} Openness to
Skill

Efficacy Challenges

As a result, they grow

When teams practice more comfortable with
the scientific pattern unpredict paths
of the Improvement }b’e

Kata they become _

Which allows them
to be more open
to new challenges!

more skillful and
competent at
meeting challenges...

... because they learn
to work iteratively
and scientifically.

Self-Efficacy = The belief that you can master a situation

Self-Efficacy develops along the way through
personal experience. Self-Efficacy is learned!
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA PATTERN IS USED
AT ALL LEVELS OF AN ORGANIZATION

It’s a way of thinking. The content is different at each level,
but the pattern is the same

Understand Grasp Establish
the —p _the _  the Next Iterateﬂ;l':ward
Direction Current Target Target Condition
(from level above)  Condition Condition
- - @
Organization ‘ ‘
Level x
®
Value Stream ‘ ‘
Level x
Process X} ‘ ‘
Level x
PLANNING EXECUTING
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA IS ABOUT STRIVING
FOR A NEW STATE, NOT JUST
REACTING TO PROBLEMS

Troubleshooting

Proactive Striving

- Reacting to problems. You
have to do this because
problems happen, but it’s not
enough for competitiveness.

- Reacting to improvement

opportunities someone sees.

- A step-by-step process aimed at

a desired, new target condition.
Each step is taken relative to a
hypothesis (prediction), and
what you learn from that step
influences the next step.
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CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT
REQUIRES PROACTIVE STRIVING!

- Thriving in unpredictable, competitive circumstances involves
systematically striving toward something, not just reacting to
problems. Reacting to problems (“troubleshooting”) is necessary,
but alone is not sufficient for sustained competitiveness.

To achieve continuous improvement, adaptation and innovation
a portion of everyone’s workday should involve striving toward
the next challenge and target condition

Reacting & Striving

Troubleshooting

Striving brings you to
knowledge thresholds and
forces you to learn & adapt

The Workday

Troubleshooting mostly
means trying to maintain

Note: The striving activity described in this guide only takes up a small
portion (a slice) of each day, and the individual steps can be small.
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THE ACTION OF INNOVATION

Meeting a challenge involves lots of small steps

We like to talk about our outcomes, our inventions, and tend
to overlook the day-to-day enterprise of the steps that get us
there; the successive target conditions and all that iteration.

Unlike what you may think, the action
of innovation is the day-to-day work
of iterating toward a challenging goal.

When you realize that progress arises
from accumulation of steps, often
across the organization, it makes
great sense to develop the capability
of people in the organization to do
focused, systematic continuous
improvement on their processes.
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WHERE DOES THE IMPROVEMENT KATA PATTERN
COME FROM?

The research that led to the book Toyota Kata ran from 2004-2009.
The objective was to gain a deeper understanding of how Toyota
manages people in order to achieve continuous improvement
and adaptation, and what it will take to develop that in non-Toyota
organizations. The research was driven by these two questions:

|

1. What are the unseen managerial routines and thinking
that lie behind Toyota's success with continuous
improvement and adaptation?

2. How can other companies develop similar routines
and thinking in their organizations?

“ | WA I VLOAOL

There is a repeating pattern of thinking and behavior in Toyota managers'
approach, that is different from the prevailing Western command-and-control
managerial routines. Each Toyota manager has their own style of course, but if
you study it enough a common pattern of thinking and acting emerges, which is
evident at all levels at Toyota. | depicted the pattern of thinking and behavior with
a four-step model, which | named the “Improvement Kata” after noticing a
connection between Toyota's management approach and the concept of Kata
(practice routines and "way of doing things") in Japanese culture.

The Improvement Kata pattern that distilled out of our investigations is actually
similar to other models of the human iterative, creative, scientific process, such
as systems thinking, critical thinking, learning organization, design thinking,
creative thinking, solution focused practice, preferred futuring, skills of inquiry,
evidence-based learning, and so on.
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IF YOU’RE INTO “LEAN”
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA & COACHING KATA
ARE THE LESS VISIBLE PART OF LEAN

If you teach Lean solutions without also teaching the
Improvement Kata routine, you’re unlikely to develop
the skill and disposition for day-to-day continuous
improvement that characterize Toyota and Lean

Visible Lean solutions (tools, techniques
Aspect | and principles) to improve quality,

of Lean | cost, delivery

Less . Tfhe Improvement Kata routine
.y thinking & acting
Visible | °

- Managers as coaches for
Asp ect practicing that routine
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THEIK IS TOYOTA’S FUNDAMENTAL PATTERN FOR
IMPROVING, ADAPTING, INNOVATING & MANAGING

The Improvement Kata pattern is the fundamental way of working
at Toyota, and there are several Toyota practices through which

this pattern gets utilized and reinforced. The research found the
Improvement Kata pattern underlying all of them, and utimately it
is taught to everyone at Toyota.

It’s not surprising that the pattern that Toyota’s managers teach
matches models of the scientific creative process.

Toyota Practices:
- Daily Management

- Daily Problem Solving What’s behind
- “Toyota Business Practices” all of these
- A3

- Improvement Events
- Standard Work
- Quality Circles The

Improvement Kata
Pattern
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TRYING TO COPY TOYOTA'’S VISIBLE
TOOLS AND ACTIVITIES DOESN’T WORK

At Toyota the Improvement Kata
pattern is lodged in its people;
specifically in its seasoned
coaches who guide Learners

in practicing and learning this
pattern of thinking and acting.

This means copying visible Toyota activities — such as A3s —
without bringing along the enabling coaching environment is
unlikely to change much. Mindset change and skill development
come from correct & frequent practice of a pattern, not just
from using Toyota-style tools and activities.

Teams and organizations outside Toyota would do well to begin
with structured IK & CK routines for Learners and Coaches to
practice, like those in this Handbook, and then over time
develop their own activities and tools.
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HOW DO THE LEAN TOOLS ?f

AND PRACTICES FIT IN?

Lean tools, techniques and principles to improve quality,
cost and delivery are as useful and important as ever, but
they should be applied within the context of the
Improvement Kata. What are you trying to achieve?

Lean tools are brought in (pulled) situationally as needed.
The mindset you’re trying to develop is one of working
iteratively to discover and do what is necessary to
achieve a goal, as opposed to a mindset of pushing and
implementing pre-defined solutions or tools.

For example, if a kanban system will help a team achieve
its target condition, then at that point kanban is brought
in and utilized. Teams stay focused on their next target
condition.

This approach makes our efforts more meaningful and
successful. It teaches us more scientific & effective
habits of thinking and acting.
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=S FOR VALUE STREAM MAPPERS

TOYOTA
The pattern of the Improvement Kata is
how to achieve your future-state map!

Don’t just draw a current-state map, highlight problems and go
after them. Draw a future-state map of how you want the value
stream to flow, and then use the pattern of the Improvement

Kata to get the value stream to function that way.

Future State

Current State
VS Map VS Map
EEEAEJ 15 535—3131

0/-0/6-®/@®

Using the Improvement Kata to systematically move toward
your future-state design

CC = Current Condition, TC = Target Condition
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Chapter 2

GUIDELINES FOR PRACTICING

How to practice the Improvement
Kata and Coaching Kata
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IT TAKES PRACTICE TO ACQUIRE
NEW SKILLS AND MINDSET

The Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata are an approach for
teaching scientific thinking. Scientific thinking is a skill-based
ability and acquiring it is like learning a sport, a musical
instrument or a language. You can read a book about it, you
can attend a seminar, etc., but you actually acquire scientific
skill through practice.

This Handbook is about skills that get internalized in your
brain’s automatic systems as a sort of habit. To develop this
automatic system the focus is on training through practical
activity. You can’t just pull out old thinking and replace it with
new thinking. Something new grows, and eventually it
replaces the old.

The goal of practicing the routines of

the Improvement Kata and Coaching

Kata is to internalize and understand

their scientific pattern so you can apply

it in many different situations without

thought or hesitation. Eventually both

Learners and Coaches should react this U
way in many situations every day.

Before we get going let’s talk a little about practicing.
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THERE’S A LEARNING PROGRESSION

., Developing| At this point you
Able to TEACH it others understand the ‘why’

Can instruct, coach and counsel behind the skill pattern
others In practicing the skill pattern and can teach others

Able to DO it Self Development Skill development and
mindset change begin here,
when you start applying the
new skill pattern yourself

Can successfully apply the skill
pattern in a real environment

AWARE of it Concepts and knowledge
Have basic knowledge from books, alone generally won’t change
websites, seminars, workshops, etc. your ability and thinking

In short, you first practice and learn the Improvement Kata
pattern yourself, before you can teach (coach) it to others
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4 INGREDIENTS FOR LEARNING A NEW SKILL

As we know from sports and music, with the following
ingredients you can start to rewire your brain & acquire
new skills and habits.

@[ kaTA

Structured routine
to practice

Corrective
feedback

Feedback to ensure
the Learner practices
the correct patterns

. COACHING]@

Structured routines
so a beginner can
practice fundamentals

€, [PRACTICE

Daily

Overcoming
obstacles

[ MASTERY ] @

Interest and motivation

Repetition
on the part of the Learner
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THIS IS ABOUT SOMETHING CALLED
A “DELIBERATE PRACTICE”

In Tredic_'ants
¢ Deliberate practice is not just repetitions, but practice
that follows a pattern of:

Action -> Feedback -> Adjustment -> and Action Again

COACHING
[ KATA | Corrective
Structured routine ¥ “ feedback
to practice ﬁ:l'

Overcoming
obstacles

MASTERY ]

)
[PRACTICE ‘
Daily |
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DELIBERATE PRACTICE

O It’s practice designed specifically to
improve performance over time.

O It’s practice that involves continual
evaluation of your weaknesses and
targeting specific weaknesses, rather
than repeatedly doing what you already
know how to do.

O It’s practice that requires a coach.
Observation and specific feedback on
your current performance is critical to
understanding what to work on and
acquiring new skill.

O It’s practice where you don’t move on
to the next part of the routine you’re
trying to learn until you master the part
you’re currently working on.
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GET BETTER BY WORKING ON THE ERRORS

Practice is practice right? Nope. How well you master the
Improvement Kata pattern depends a lot on how you practice, not just
repeating the steps of the Improvement Kata a large number of times.

A\

©)

Practice aimed at remedying specific weaknesses is more

important than raw number of hours. To make satisfying
progress in practicing the kata explained in this Handbook
you should:

(A) Regularly seek to understand your current
weaknesses, through feedback from your coach

(B) Target certain ones (you can’t work on everything
at once!)

(C) Invent specific tasks in your practice to address
that targeted deficiency

Understanding and working on your errors “scaffolds” future
performance by showing you what to concentrate on and
practice next. It gradually gets easier.

Address your mistakes as they occur. You and your coach
should identify the error, and then rehearse that part until it’s
corrected. Only then proceed to the next segment.

An amateur trains until he gets it right.
A professional trains until he can’t get it wrong. ~ Unknown
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THIS = PRACTICING IN THE “LEARNING ZONE”

As your skill and comfort zone expand, keep revising your
practice in order to stretch yourself beyond that zone

A key part of your IK/CK practicing is that it should lie in your
learning zone. As shown in the diagram below, your learning
zone is skills and abilities that lie just beyond the comfort zone

of your current abilities.

No real learning takes place when you practice activities in
your comfort zone, since these are skills and activities you've
already mastered and can easily do.

Similarly, attempting to practice skills that fall in the panic
zone is unproductive because you haven't yet acquired the
prerequisites for those skills.

Panic Zone
These are skills and activities far
beyond the Learner’s current abilities

Your Coac’! Uncertainty

should design *LEARNING ZONE**

practice tasks These are skills and activities one

slightly beyond Apparent step beyond those the Learner can

your current Certainty already do comfortably and correctly.
biliti In this zone the Learner is pushing

capapoiiities beyond his/her current abilities.

Comfort Zone

These are skills and activities the
Learner already knows how to do.
Your brain is the master of this
zone. There is no need for change.
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What this means for the Coach:
FOCUS AND GIVE SPECIFIC FEEDBACK

The Coach could give all sorts of feedback to each Learner, but if the
Learner doesn’t focus on improving a specific part of their practice
then it becomes less ‘deliberate practice’ and more just repetition

Feedback is essential to deliberate practice but it should be
specific, purposeful feedback. The Coach’s feedback should
involve a corrective adjustment; i.e., specific behavioral
actions that need to be undertaken to achieve the next,
specific practice goal.

“You need to draw better block diagrams,” is poor feedback.
“Practice drawing block diagrams to show the flow of work,
not the physical layout of the process,” is good feedback.

Observe or question the Learner —> Compare what you see
and hear to the desired way of working (specified by the kata)
—> Give feedback and a specific next practice goal —> Repeat

o ¢ Note that although you’re developing team and
| organizational capability, the coaching is done
' w one-on-one. One Coach can coach several
Learners, but will do so one Learner at a time.
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What this means for the Learner:
ENJOY THE LEARNING PROCESS

In order to move beyond the plateaus you’ll inevitably reach,
you need to be motivated enough to tackle your mistakes

It's not that the best IK/CK practitioners make fewer errors,
it's that when errors occur they’re not afraid to work on
correcting them.

Struggle is a predictable part of the learning process and
progress over time is what’s important, not any particular
win or loss. The best IK/CK practitioners derive motivation
from their desire to master the IK/CK activity and the
periodic feeling that one is getting better at it.

In fact, once you have some proficiency in the IK/CK, the
obstacles and uncertainty you face can become the
activity’s very appeal.
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,\ THE LEARNER SHOULD HAVE OR DEVELOP
Vg o A POSITIVE EMOTION ABOUT PRACTICING

Ingredients ] ] ]
%) Mastery experience is a powerful source of self efficacy.

The Learner should periodically be thinking "I am getting
better," so s/he has the positive emotions about practice

that are required for practicing to get better.

COACHING
[ KATA Corrective ]
Structured routine feedback
to practice

{ MASTERY
[ PHAC_T":E Overcoming ]
Daily obstacles
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THE LEARNER’S MOTIVATION IS IMPORTANT
| think I’'m getting better

How do you internalize a thinking and behavior pattern like the
Improvement Kata? Brain research is clear: To develop new habits
you need to practice new routines and experience a periodic sense
of mastering them. The Learner's emotions play a significant role.
You gotta wanna, otherwise a new pattern won't imprint no matter
how much you practice it.

However, you can't make someone commit by telling them to
commit. Either the Learner comes into it already interested and
wanting to learn, or that kind of postive emotion has to develop as
they begin practicing, through gaining some mastery.

It’s the responsibility of the Coach to give the Learner
procedural guidance that makes the Learner periodically
(not constantly) feel a sense of progress:

--> The Learner should experience successes in
overcoming obstacles to learning the
Improvement Kata pattern.

--> The Learner should experience successes in
overcoming obstacles and achieving a
challenging target condition through applying
the Improvement Kata pattern.
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/1 START YOUR PRACTICE USING KATA

In 'rediénts Whenever you learn a new skill you’re a
L beginner in that area, which means starting
N with some repetitious exercises

@ COACHING
KATA : Corrective
Structured routine ¥ feedback
to practice ) e
MASTERY
PHAC_TICE Overcoming
Daily obstacles
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KATA MAKE IT EASIER FOR US
TO ADOPT A NEW WAY OF WORKING

Most beginners acquire new skills better when they start
with some structured routines to practice. This is
especially true if you want to develop a shared set of
skills and common mindset across a team or organization.

There have been many calls for applying greater scientific
thinking in business, politics, education and daily life, but
concepts that don't come with concrete practice routines
are by themselves unlikely to lead to change. They may be
good ideas, but they lack a way of operationalizing them,
which makes them, "Concepts without a Kata."

This Handbook provides Starter Kata for each of the four
steps of the scientific Improvement Kata model and for
teaching (Coaching) IK practice. Once you've practiced
these starter routines enough to internalize their patterns
and understand the 'why' behind them, you can build on
that foundation and adjust your practice to suit your
organization's situation and purpose.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook
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THE ROLE OF KATA

(1) Kata help beginners start to acquire a new skill by providing
step-by-step routines to practice. Think of them as “Starter
Kata.” The beginner's thinking is conditioned in a new way
by the pattern of the Kata.

(2) Kata give the Coach a way to gage the Learner’s performance
(a point of comparison) and provide corrective feedback.

(3) Kata give you a way of developing a common mode of thinking
and acting across a team or organization, by providing shared
routines to teach and practice.

LAJ_" (4) Perhaps most important, Kata are an effective way to
translate principles & concepts into something teachable!

Principles
and
Coneepts

The Goal:
Principles & concepts CHANGE BEHAVIOR
are a good start, but AND THINKING
alone they don’t Change comes from To create new habits,
change your habits. repeated experiences  skills and culture in your
with a new pattern. team or organization.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Guidelines for Practicing
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KATA PRACTICE GETS FLEXIBLE
AS YOU GET MORE SKILLFUL

Your use of each Kata will tend to go through these three stages”
STAGE 1: FOLLOW (Practice the Kata exactly)

As a beginner you try to execute the practice routines without modification, so
you can absorb their fundamental patterns. This may feel awkward at the start but
as you go through repetitions it should become more flowing. Concentrate on
how to do the task, without worrying too much about the underlying theory.

STAGE 2: DETACH (Personalize your practice)

Once you've acquired the basic patterns you can branch out. Don't think the goal
is to stay with the rigid forms of Stage 1, because then your practice will become
too formulaic. Once the basic forms have been absorbed into "muscle memory"
and can be executed successfully (“proficiency” level) you can start to make
modifications to your practice. You now appreciate and use Kata because you
understand the technical wisdom -- the why -- within them, and can thus start to
adapt the patterns to different situations. Remember, knowledge # understanding.

STAGE 3: FLUENCY (Intuitive operating)

At this stage you've absorbed the patterns of the Kata to such an advanced level
that you can be creative and unhindered -- spontaneous and efficient -- while still
working within the principles. You don't have to focus consciously on basics
anymore, which makes you quicker and frees brain capacity for handling a
greater range of situational inputs. At this stage you create your own approaches
(within the principles) and can readily adapt what you've learned to individual
circumstances.

*Real life doesn’t pass through such discrete stages, but it’s a useful way to depict the progression.
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STAGE 1 = FOLLOW THE KATA EXACTLY

-

. - The first stage of practicing a new pattern is to do
2. W . - it as described. Try to copy the pattern exactly; to
3 '\ A replicate the routine in a deliberately precise way.
. + The pattern may feel wrong or unnatural, but resist
. ¥ . '\4- the temptation to change it at this point. That
feeling is a normal part of learning something new!

We often dislike going through this deliberate phase at the
beginning. It seems slow or illogical and we think it’s not
working. This is a mistake that can lock you into your current
skillset. Once the pattern enters your unconscious and
becomes more habitual it will get faster, smoother and easier.
Think of your early practice as going slow to get fast.

As your proficiency increases you’ll come to understand the
purpose behind the steps. At that point you can be more open
and develop your own style, so long as it continues to
incorporate the purpose.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Guidelines for Practicing
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TWO ERROR MODES!
THE “PERMANENT BEGINNER”

A person unwilling to start with structured practice routines.

This person wants to be skilled or to Coach right away, or to change
the Kata pattern. They resist taking the time and effort to internalize
the Kata’s pattern through practice, thinking they know better.

Everyone does not need to become an Expert in the skill; some
proficiency is sufficient for most people. But anytime anyone is
learning a new skill they’re a beginner in that area and probably need
to start with some structured practice.

THE “IMPLEMENTER”

A person who rigidly sticks with a structured practice routine
permanently or too long.

This person mistakenly tries to apply and deploy the Improvement
Kata practice routines as a turn-key problem-solving methodology.
The IK is a set of practice routines for developing a pattern of
thinking.

The practice routines of the Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata
are part of a skill-development process. They are initial practice
techniques (“Starter Kata”) to help you develop the habit of
approaching problems, goals and challenges in a scientific way.
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THE PROGRESSION OF IK/CK PRACTICE

DEMONSTRATED STAGE 2 PROFICIENCY in the Improvement
Kata is ideally required to begin to practice coaching. The
Coach needs to have personal experience with

applying the Improvement
Kata before s/he can coach
the Improvement Kata.

STAGE 3

Able to TEACH it

STAGE2 | practice the Coaching
stace 1| Kata on real goals

ISTAGE3

| Able to DO it

|'STAGE 2| Practice the Improvement
‘ STAGE 1 Kata on real goals

AWARE of it

Read books and websites, take
seminars, workshops, courses

STAGE 3: FLUENCY (intuitive operating)
STAGE 2: DETACH (Personalize your practice)
STAGE 1: FOLLOW (Practice the Kata exactly)
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OVER TIME YOU CAN ALSO TAILOR THE
IMPROVEMENT KATA PRACTICE ROUTINES
TO SUIT YOUR ORGANIZATION

Every organization is unique, and each ultimately
requires slightly different practice routines.

However, the first stage of your practicing is to try to
do the routines presented here exactly. If you
practice daily and gain proficiency you’ll absorb the
scientific logic behind these routines. Then, at that
point, you can adapt them to your situation.

By initially setting limits on practice improvisation
you’ll acquire a sense for the essence, which then
equips you to apply the Improvement Kata pattern to
diverse situations skillfully.
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HOW LONG DO YOU HAVE TO PRACTICE EACH
KATA EXACTLY BEFORE YOU CAN START
TO VARY IT’S ROUTINE?

The answer to this question depends on
each Learner’s progress. The idea is to
reach “proficient” level before significantly
varying the routine.

In general this may take 2 months of daily
practice for each Kata. Of course, you will
be practicing several Kata in that time.

One guideline is that a Learner will need to
work on at least three successive Target
Conditions and conduct at least 25
experimenting cycles to establish basic
competency with the Improvement Kata
pattern.

Beyond this initial practicing, whenever you want to
train another beginner or want to refresh some basics,
you go back to the Kata again.
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THIS HANDBOOK PROVIDES PRACTICE ROUTINES FOR
THE STEPS OF IMPROVEMENT KATA AND COACHING KATA

| IMPROVEMENT KATA |

Iterate Toward
the Target
Condition

it

Understand Grasp the Establish the
the Current Next Target
Direction Condition Condition

Target
% z Condition E

| COACHING KATA |

LEARNER

4 )

‘Executing’
Coaching
Cycles

‘Planning’ Coaching Cycles
<>

COACH Coach Learner

\ J
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NOTE THE DISTINCTION

1 — 2 —— 3 — 4

The scientific pattern [ underetana ||

of the four steps of Jireetion
the Improvement Kata -
is a universal model

Grasp the
Current
Condition

i w a
Establish the
Mext Target
Condition

lerate Toward
the
Target Condition

@ﬁﬁ@
e .

Coached practice of the "

specific practice routines I
(Kata) for each step is how
you start to operationalize
and internalize that pattern

The practice routines for the Improvement Kata & Coaching
Kata are teaching routines to shift your underlying thought

patterns. The idea is that as the scientific pattern of
thinking becomes more habitual, you can move in the

direction of “this is just how I think and do things."
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WHERE YOU’LL FIND THE KATA INSTRUCTIONS

A Kata for Setting
the Challenge
(Step 1)

A Kata for Grasping
the Current Condition
(Step 2)

A Kata for Establishing

a Target Condition
(Step 3)

A Kata for Iterating to
the Target Condition
(Step 4)

A Kata for Coaching

Understamd
the
Direction

Grasp the
Current
Condition

~00

P —

Elntlbli-‘?h L Fisg
ext Target
Conditlon

lterate Toward )
the Target
Candition

o+

Daily Coaching

cles

¥Z1.0

Improvement Kata
Handbook

Preface
Introduction

About the Improvement Kata

. GETTING STARTED

Guidelines for Practicing

Roles and Structure for Daily Practice

Il. THE IMPROVEMENT KATA

Step 1: Understand the Direction / Challenge
Step 2: Grasp the Current Condition

Step 3: Establish the Next Target Condition
Step 4: terate Toward the Target Condition
lil. THE COACHING KATA

Coaching Kata Part 1: Guidelines

Coaching Kata Part 2: Coaching Cycles
Appendix: Useful Forms
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THE KATA YOU'LL BE PRACTICING

Understand @ Understand the Direction. The Improvement Kata
the pattern operates with an overarching sense of direction or

Direction goal. Understanding the “challenge” is important because
your practicing should be related to the real-world business
needs and objectives of your organization. Improvement
Kata / Coaching Kata practice is more effective when it
involves meeting actual challenges and goals. These are
not theoretical exercises.

@ Grasp the Current Condition. Once the direction coming
from the level above you is understood, you need to

Grasp the

ci‘,‘,';ﬁ?nt“ develop an understanding of the current (starting) condition

at your level and process. Where are you today?

(% You'll practice this by following a systematic series of five
steps called Process Analysis. Process Analysis is a
routine or kata that allows anyone to quickly grasp the key

characteristics of a process that define its capability and

current pattern of work. The analysis is conducted through

direct observation and simple, pencil & paper analysis tools.
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Establish the

Next Targ

et

Condition

Target
Conditio

Iterate Toward
the Target
Condition

€9

(9

Daily Coaching
Cycles

<4

Coach

Leamer

® Establish the Next Target Condition. Once the Current
Condition is adequately understood, you develop a
descriptive next Target Condition for your process, which
includes a specified achieve-by date. Where do you want
to be next on the way to the longer-term challenge? The
Target Condition is an objective that will stretch you and
require experimentation, discovery and new learning in
order to be achieved.

@ lterate Toward the Target Condition. In this step you
conduct experiments against obstacles to gain further
knowledge and improve the process in the direction of
the Target Condition. You’ll practice by using a pencil &
paper tool to plan, record and reflect on each experiment
as you strive to reach the Target Condition on time.

® Daily Coaching Cycles come into play as the Learner
works iteratively toward the Target condition. This is a
systematic routine for a structured dialog between the
Coach and Learner, whereby the Coach provides
procedural guidance and corrects the Learner's practice
as necessary.
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CONCLUSION

EVENTUALLY YOUR ORGANIZATION
CAN DEVELOP ITS OWN
IMPROVEMENT KATA

Once enough people in your organization become proficient

in the routines of the Improvement Kata (a ‘critical mass’)

you can either stick with using the practice routines in this
Handbook for teaching beginners in your organization, or evolve
from them your own Kata for teaching beginners.

The key is to first reach to a point where enough people
understand the scientific pattern of the Improvement Kata
deeply. Then you will be in a good position to make decisions
about exactly what Kata to use for practice in your organization.

The basic pattern and scientific approach of the Improvement
Kata should always remain, however. Make it your own, but the
basic core should be recognizable.
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YOUR NEXT STEP

As a next step it’s a good idea to familiarize yourself
with the contents of this Handbook, by going over the
whole Handbook.

Then move back to Part Il and follow the instructions
to begin the practice / learning process for each step
of the Improvement Kata.
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WHAT WILL BE YOUR PATH?

For practicing and internalizing the routines
of the Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata

How much practice will be required depends on how you practice (see
the Practice Tips at the end of this chapter) and your predispositions.

You have an opportunity! The never-ending need for improvement and
evolution gives you and your team a perfect opportunity to keep
honing your skills. The elegant trick is that while you're practicing the
Improvement Kata you're applying it to real goals, always to the best
of the current level of your and your team’s abilities.
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=8\ NINE GUIDELINES FOR
Z B\ DELIBERATE PRACTICE

—
—
-"':p
—

1) Get an Overview of What You’re Trying to Learn
2) Get a Coach for Corrective Inputs
3) Be Enthusiastic About Practicing

4) Break the Skill Pattern into Pieces, and Practice
Only One or Two Pieces at a Time

5) Adopt Some ‘Beginner Mindset’

6) Deliberately Follow the Prescribed Pattern Exactly
at First

7) Practice a Little Every Day
8) Practice on Something Real
9) Practice at the Edge of Your Capability

\. J

These guidelines are based on The Talent Code by Daniel Coyle, Talent
is Overrated by Geoff Colvin, Human Memory: Theory and Practice by
Alan Baddeley and the Bjork Learning and Forgetting Lab at UCLA.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Guidelines for Practicing
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Practice Guideline Details

1) Get an Overview of - Get a picture of the parts of the
What You’re Trying Improvement Kata and how they
to Learn come together as a whole in

correct performance of the skill.

- Explain the coaching method to the
Learner beforehand, so s/he can
understand what is taking place.

2) Get a Coach for - You’ll need periodic input and

Corrective Inputs guidance from someone who
observes you, detects your errors
and gives you advice on how to
correct them.

- An experienced Improvement Kata
coach may or may not be available.
If not, grab someone else who is
practicing the Improvement Kata
and coach one another.

+ Once you master the Improvement
Kata you can coach others.
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3) Be Enthusiastic
about Practicing

If you can develop passion for what
you’re learning it will help you devote
yourself to practicing the Improvement
Kata pattern even when it presents
difficulties.

It’s normal that there will be plateaus
when it seems like you aren’t making
progress. Take a break for a few days
or go back to some basics. Listen to
your coach for advice.

4) Break the Skill
Pattern into Pieces,
and Practice Only
One or Two Pieces
at a Time

Kata are usually practiced in pieces,
until the whole sequence is
learned. This is called chunking.

Do not try to master too many
chunks at once. The Coach should
determine what the learner is ready
to practice next.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook
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5) Adopt Some
‘Beginner Mindset’

Caution! The more you are already familiar
with a topic, the less you may be open to
learning something new about it. Closing your
mind in this way can condemn you to
remaining only a beginner in the new skill area.

A first step for any Learner is to acknowledge
that whenever we want to adopt a new way of
thinking and acting, for a while we’re going to
be a beginner in that particular area. Without
resighing our ego to starting with some
practice we’re destined to remain at beginner
level.

Once you’ve internalized the desired pattern
you can refine your own interpretations and
don’t need to practice the Kata exactly any
more. The resulting capability and habits are
the goal, not the Kata itself.

The Kata don’t go away entirely though. Just
like professional athletes and musicians, even
advanced students periodically practice some
basics under guidance of a coach. It's like
keeping a tool sharp.
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6) Deliberately Follow
the Prescribed
Pattern Exactly
at First

* Have beginners practice on
processes that are easy to
understand and where it is
easy to see how to apply the
Improvement Kata pattern.

This is like training in music
and sports, where beginners
don’t start on a difficult piece.

The first stage of practicing is to try to
copy the pattern exactly; to replicate the
kata in a deliberately precise way. The
pattern may feel wrong or unnatural at first,
but resist the temptation to change it at
this time.

Initial practicing* is deliberate and uses
your conscious mind, which is slow. Once
the pattern enters your unconscious and
becomes a normal, habitual way of working
it gets faster, smoother and easier. Think of
your early practice as going slow to get fast.

We often dislike going through this
deliberate phase at the beginning, and its
slowness can lead us to think it's not
working. That's a mistake that can lock you
into your current skillset.

As your proficiency increases you'll see the
purpose behind the steps. At that point you
can be more open and develop your own
style, as long as it continues to incorporate
the purpose, and coach others.
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7) Practice a According to neuroscience, to develop new
Little Every Day habits and maintain them it’s generally better to
train for a short time frequently than in massed
training sessions. Many skills are best learned
Make practicing when practice sessions are short and frequent.

part of normal
daily work, not
a special event.

A key to teaching these skills is to teach them
as an everyday occurrence; not as part of a
curriculum, but as a daily routine using what
people are normally doing to help them learn
and apply the skills. Be sure to make practicing
the Improvement Kata part of every workday.

Note: This may lead you S —
to shift emphasis away % '
from periodic training or Lat)
improvement efforts led
by Lean staff, trainers or
consultants, to daily
practice and improvement
that's coached by your
line managers. That's a
healthy development!
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8) Practice on
Something Real

Combine training &
doing by practicing
on real goals.

In sports and music, training and
performance are typically separated. But
this is not financially workable in business.

In the model of practice presented in this
Handbook, the Learner does two things
simultaneously: Strives for a real target
condition + practices the pattern of the
Improvement Kata.

Improvement Kata practice is more likely to
generate mindset change when the Learner
is striving for a real Challenge and Target
Condition, because the Learner is focusing
on something meaningful and their emotions
are involved.

Not this | Training |[—>| Doing

(combined) LTraining
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9) Practice at the - Learning a skill requires making
Edge of Your small errors and then working
Capability to correct those points.

- Target those aspects of the skill
pattern that currently give you the
most difficulty. Deliberate practice
aimed at remedying weaknesses is
a better predictor of expertise than
raw number of hours.

“When most people practice, they focus
on the things they already know how to
do. Deliberate practice is different. It
entails considerable, specific, and
sustained efforts to do something you
can’t do well—or even at all. Research
across domains shows that it is only by
working at what you can’t do that you
turn into the expert you want to become.”

The difficulty-level of the next _
Target Condition should be From: The Making of an Expert, by K. Anders
just a bit beyond the Learner’s Ericsson, Michael J. Prietula, and Edward T.

current skill level Cokely, Harvard Business Review, July 2007
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SKILLS
ASSESSMENT
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AN IMPROVEMENT KATA SKILL-LEVEL SCALE

Note that this scale measures Improvement Kata skill level
or degree of habit formation, not the person

You can use this proficiency scale to help assess a Learner’s growth
and readiness to Coach. It’s a guideline to give you behaviors to look
for as Learners develop their capability.

Stage| Level Description Standard of Work Autonomy
Expert No longer relies on rules / guidelines / maxims | Excellence achieved with Q?lgg?n;aﬁi;gizo:;gil:g
3 Not everyone Grasp of situations & decision making intuitive | relative ease standards and creating
reaches this level | Vision of what is possible own interpretations
Has unconscious understanding and applies
L the IK routine more on “auto pilot.” Deviates Fully acceptable standard Able to take full
Proficient from the strict kata to fit the situation. Sees achieved routinely responsibility for own
what’s most important in a situation. work, and coach others
2 High degree of self-efficacy with the IK pattern.
Has standardized and routinized procedures Fit for purpose, though Able to achieve most tasks
Competent | Sees actions partially in terms of LT goals may lack refinement using own judgement
Can prioritize
Advanced Actions are based on the kata Straightforward tasks likely Q\tt;'ssti ;ﬁzi%\ﬁnsome
Be g inner Situational perceptlon still Ilmlted to be ?otr)r;ple:eddto cajm judgement, but coaching
All aspects are given equal importance acceplable standar needed for overall task
1 Strict adherence to the Kata. Little situational
N. . perception & discretionary judgement. Unlikely to be satisfactory Nee<_:ls closg coaching
ovice Has to purposely concentrate on the IK routine. unless closely coached and instruction
Low self-efficacy in applying the IK routine.

Scale adapted from the Dreyfus Model of Skill Acquisition
Dreyfus, Stuart E., Formal Models vs. Human Situational Understanding: Inherent Limitations on the Modelling of Business Expertise, Berkeley, 1981
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FROM NOVICE TO PROFICIENT

You don’t need to reach ‘Expert’ level with the Improvment Kata

Generally you’re practicing in order to get from ‘Novice’
level to ‘Proficient’ level. Not everyone reaches ‘Expert’
level, and you can be fully capable without it.

Stag E] Level Description Standard of Work Autonomy
Expert Mo longer relies on rules / guidelines / maxdms | Eucolance schisved with ﬁ&?ﬂ;;ﬁ:ﬁ:ﬂ:&g
3 Mot everyona Grasp of situations & decision making inultive | relalive asse stancards and creating
reaches his evel | Vision of what is possible AT irprpratations
Has unconscious understanding and applies
the K routine more on “auto pilot.” Dewnates Fuly aceeplable standard Able 1o 1aka Tul
Proficlent | from the strict kata to fit the situation. Sees achiaved routinaly resparsibiity for cen
what's most imgortant In & situation. wark, ard coach athers
2 High degree of self-efficacy with the IK patiem,
Has standardized and routinized proceduras Fit for purpose, Sough Abika o actieve mosl Lasks
Competent | Sees actions partially in terms of LT goals may |ack refinamant LBiNg own [Ldgament
Can prioritiza
Advanced Actions ane based on The Kaly Straightfonamrd 1asks likaly ::::B b:;:::m?:rmm
n Situational perception stil mited o be complated to an e
Beg;nﬂer P abandard judgameani, bul coaching
- All aspects are ghiven equal imporance ptakéa readed for owarall sk
1 Strict adherance 1o the Kata. Littke stuational Uikt b b i Moo )
E— perception & discretionary judgement, riikely to be extisfactary eede close coaching
— Novice Has o purpesely concentrate on the IK routing,| 7958 S08el coachad | and instiction
Low self-efficacy in applying the: 1K routine.
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A PLANNING & ASSESSMENT FORM
FOR IMPROVEMENT KATA SKILL

Coach and Learner together can use the form on the next page to
plan and track the Improvement Kata skill development of the
Learner over periods of time.

How the form might be used:

N . For any kata the Learner is practicing
indicate the current skill level with a
filled-in circle and the date.

Able to . . .
= For any kata the Learner is practicing
Coach O . .- . :
indicate the next target skill level with
an open circle and the target date.

- The form becomes a bar chart from left to right.

Determining a person’s overall skill level is, of course, a somewhat
subjective judgement. It’s also not the most important factor in
getting more skillful.

P
More important than an overall skill-level assessment E
is that in their daily coaching cycles the Coach and Most
Learner decide on what small aspect(s) of the kata ¢
pattern the Learner should work on improving next. ﬁ”""“
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Learner: Coach:
STAGE 1 PRACTICING STAGE 2 PRACTICING STAGE 3
Novice Advanced Beginner Competent Proficient Expert
Description Strict adherence to the Kata.| Actions based on the kata | Has standardized and Unconscious understanding.| No longer relies on rules /
P Littlfa situgtional_perception Situational perception still routinized procedures Applies IK,on ‘auto_ pilot.’ guidelines / maxims
& discretionary judgement. | |imjteq Sees actions partially in Sees what's most important | Grasp of situations &
Focuses on the routine. All aspects are given equal | terms of long term goals &.f'ts act|0n§ to S|tu.at|on. decision making intuitive
Low self-efficacy with IK. importance Can prioritize High self-efficacy with IK. Vision of what is possible
Standard Unlikely to be satisfactory Straightforward tasks likely | Fit for purpose, though Fully acceptable standard Excellence achieved with
of Work unless closely coached to be completed to an may lack refinement achieved routinely relative ease
acceptable standard
Autonomy Needs close coaching Able to achieve some Able to achieve most tasks | Able to take full Able to take responsibility
and instruction steps using own using own judgement responsibility for own for going beyond existing
judgement, but coaching work, and coach others standards and creating
needed for overall task own interpretations
Undzrskand
ihe
Drochon
l/l.; Tﬂhl
AR
ey
Graag s
Ciar reet]
Candiich
r“{_(;‘?{’)
—
FrEnlIhlrh "::n
C-::m:m::l;n
i |.$|':F|'4:| %)
- ]
LU
PDCA e the
Targsl
Conclion
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A COACHING KATA SKILL-LEVEL SCALE

Coach: 2nd Coach:
Stage| Level Description Autonomy A;?,?:ﬁmﬁgt_
Expert * Intuitive grasp of coaching based on deep, practiced understanding 2nd Coach
P * Direct, yet supportive needed
Not everyone « Coaching conversations are natural; learner doesn't notice being coached occasionally
reaches this level | « Sought after for coaching advice
+ Clear perception of learner’s gaps or weaknesses
. x + Uses coaching to guide: adapts to the situation, asks meaningful questions
Proficient | . apiiity to assess leamers preferred learning style (auditory, visual, kinesthetic) ond Coach
+ 2nd Coach capability needed
2 . . periodically
+ Capable of sensing learners uncertainty level and knowledge threshold
+ Consistently coaches learner with a repeatable pattern
Competen . Coaching embedded in normal daily work
g y
* Narrow "development perception"; recognizes need for 2nd coach
Advanced | - Becoming comfortable providing feedback to learner Must h
Beginner | - Beginning to observe and listen more (vs. talk and advise) U]? . a\t/e a
1 + Asks some probing questions to gain insight ga%lcé(e)r; ch at
* Rigidity in asking questions / uses closed ended questions g}e}cc:lr;coachmg
Novice + Lack of discipline to follow a pattern and recognize its importance

+ Focuses on results (command and control)
* Not able to hear and identify when learner has hit a Threshold of Knowledge

You can use this proficiency scale to help assess a Coach’s growth and readiness

to be a 2nd Coach.

It’s a guideline to give you behaviors to look for as Coaches

develop their capability. It’s also helpful in focusing conversations with Coaches
about their perceived versus actual capability.

Most important is that the Coach and their 2nd Coach decide on what small
aspect(s) of the Coaching Kata the Coach should work on improving next.

Scale by Yvonne Muir, Jennifer Ayers & Julie Simmons
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Chapter 3

ROLES AND STRUCTURE
FOR DAILY IK PRACTICE
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THIS CHAPTER PROVIDES GUIDELINES
ON THE FOLLOWING TOPICS

This chapter explains the setup for the practicing
that’s described in PART Il and PART il of this Handbook

: The Selecting Deploying IK
The Basic Learner’s the Focus Practice in an
Roles Storyboard Process Organization

] | -
e O @ Learner’s E -~ 4
w w w Storyboard <L oLl
£ L0l
__ | Fars
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IT’S ABOUT DEVELOPING A DAILY COACH/LEARNER
PROCESS IN YOUR ORGANIZATION

To coach people in practicing the Improvement Kata pattern on real
processes in everyday work, with the goal of making it part of the culture

i

The routine of the Improvement Kata isn’t complicated, but it
can be difficult to practice because it’s not intuitive/natural and
we’re not used to it, so we tend to default to the familiar.

As in sports and music, practicing a skill should be done under
periodic observation and guidance of an experienced coach.

Without coaching we lose our way and don’t practice the right
pattern, or practice ineffectively. Without coaching, a change
in the our mindset -- in our brain’s wiring -- is unlikely to occur.
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COACHING IS A KEY VARIABLE IN KATA PRACTICE

COACHING]
PRACTICE Corrective
[ Repetition j feedback
"MASTERY}
KATA Overcoming
[Structured routine obstacles
to practice

Practice with corrective feedback is an important part of
effective skills training.

N, If the Learner is not learning the Improvement
Kata or if the target condition is not being
O reached, examine the coaching.
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(1) The Basic Roles
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THE TWO CORE ROLES ARE COACH & LEARNER

* These two roles usually mirror a reporting relationship, with the
Coach being the Learner’s manager, not a staff person. (There
can be exceptions.) That is, when the Improvement Kata is used
up-and-down an organization these two roles cut across each
level of the organization.

- Coaching is done one Learner at a time. A Coach (manager) may
have several Learners, but coaches them at different times.

- The practicing gets integrated into the Coach and Learner’s
normal daily work.

,
Uses the
Coachmg Kata pplies the
TERMINOLOGY to teach the IK 0 Improvement Kata
This Handbook
refers to
Coach & Learner .
Learner's Team
Some
organizations use
Mentor & Mentee
or Coach Learner
Coach & Coachee | Typically the Learner’s Person leading or
manager, one level up responsible for a group,
from the Learner team or process
\,
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COACHING ACROSS THE ORGANIZATION’S LEVELS

The Coach / Learner pairing repeats across each level of the
organization, with each Learner applying the Improvement Kata at their
level and coaching the level below. Notice how the Target Condition
from the level above becomes the Direction for the level below.

Understand Grasp Establish
the > the > the Next Experiment
Coach - Learner Direction Current Target Toward the
Pairings (from level above) Condition Condition Target Condition
Organization ' ‘ :
Level X
] ;
Value Stream ‘ :
Level ﬁ
Process ] ‘
Level X :
PLANNING EXECUTING

Based on an illustration by Emiel van Est

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Roles and Structure




IT’S “NESTED” COACHING

Through nested coaching & storyboards
from the senior level... to the value-stream

Wt ratand Grasp Establish

Cosch - Learner  Dimion —* cuoyy —> o N level... to the process level, each Learner
Pairings °m e des) Gondition  Condition has responsibility for improvement at their
Organization /Q process/level and for coaching the next
Level level down. Each Leaner focuses on their
vt next target condition, which is driving
Vel v /C_Dll improvement that links back to the
# = business strategy.
Process
m*'f( The coaching cycles that happen from
p._mm,m_l the senior level down focus on an

improvement theme that each Learner
has a piece of.

In addition, a process owner has other
things in their process that they cannot

let slip and may have improvement ﬁ-' T 1r
objectives for those as well. A kata- |
proficient process owner will also apply l

the Improvement Kata pattern to those
topics. The Improvement Kata is a
meta pattern that gets applied to any goal.
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THE COACH WILL ACCOMPANY THE LEARNER
THROUGH THE ENTIRE IK PROCESS

Learner

Planning Executing
Establish Iterate
Und:}:sﬂtand b Gézife:::& the Next L| Toward
. .. Target the Target
Direction Condition Condition Condition
=
i \ _ ' Coaching
: Coaching / Instructing i Cycles
e ;

Improvement
Kata

Coaching
Kata
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TWO DIFFERENT FOCAL POINTS

The Coach's goal is to The Learner’s goal is to
increase the Learner's use the pattern of the
skill in applying the Improvement Kata to
Improvement Kata pattern. achieve a target condition.
The focus here is developing The focus here is using the
the Learner’s ability to meet pattern of the Improvement
challenging objectives using Kata to achieve a target
the Improvement Kata pattern, condition at the Learner and
by engaging and guiding the Learner’s team’s level in the
Learner in practicing the organization. P
pattern. Storyboard
Coaching Improvement AN
Kata Kata é> 4)

The Coach must have >~
experience applying

the Improvement Kata - ﬁer s Team
Coach Learner
Focus here is on developing Focus here is on improving a
the Learner’s IK skill process by using the IK pattern
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KEY POINT ABOUT THE
LEARNER AND THE COACH

There is a special overlap of responsibility between the
Coach and the Learner. They’re in it together.

The Learner is responsible for the doing.

The Coach is dependent on the Learner
for achieving the desired results, but can
only give procedureal advice to the
Learner. Why? Because the solutions
aren’t known yet, and because giving
solutions short-circuits the Learner’s
skill development.

A Coach can’t go into the field and play,
s/he can only develop the players.

This overlap creates an interdependence
between the Coach and Learner, like two
runners in a three-legged race. The
Coach is as dependent on the Learner as
the Learner is on the Coach.

The Learner works on the steps to the
target condition (the what), while the
Coach works on how the learner is
approaching it.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook
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THE INTERDEPENDENCE
BETWEEN COACH & LEARNER

The Coach guides the Learner on procedure, but is dependent
on the Learner to take steps toward the target condition
along an unknown path. The Learner pulls the Coach and the
team forward on the learning path to the target condition.

...the Learner works
toward the target
condition and shares
learnings from the
last step on the
path. The Learner
will often be ahead
of the Coach on the
content of what’s
being worked on.

The Coach guides
primarily the process,
not the content, of
the Learner’s actions.
The Coach asks
procedural questions
and gives procedural
guidance...

4
') Learner

2>

Coach
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TWO MORE ROLES:
2nd COACH & TEAM MEMBERS

2nd Coach

Coaches the Coach

The 2nd Coach is typically one level
up in the hierarchy from the Coach,
although a 2nd Coach can also be a
peer or a staff specialist, such as a
Lean staff person.

Like the Coach, the 2nd Coach must
have personal experience with
applying the Improvement Kata.

Learner’s
Storyboard

VaVAN

& &

Team Members

The Learner is the manager of the
Team Members. At a minimum, the
Team Members are involved in:

-> Understanding the current work
process in order to establish the
target condition.

--> Working to break through
obstacles on the way to the
target condition.
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ROLE RESPONSIBILITIES

Learner’s
Storyboard

2nd Coach

The 2nd Coach is
responsible for the
effectiveness of the

Coach’s teaching

AN

Learner’s Team

Learner mTrm

The Learner is responsible for
the target condition and
using the IK to achieve it

Coach

The Coach is responsible for
teaching the Improvement Kata,
and for the Learner’s results

The Coach must have experience
applying the Improvement Kata
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2nd
Coach

®

Coach

ROLE TASKS

ﬁ Team \
=]

Learner

=]

& &b

Team
Members

LEARNER:

Applies the Improvement Kata at the level for
which they are responsible. The Learner
grasps the current condition, designs the next
target condition and works toward it by
conducting experiments with PDCA and
developing solutions to obstacles, all in daily
dialog with the Coach and the Team Members.
The Learner is responsible for the doing.

COACH (The Teacher):

Ensures the Learner is working scientifically
according to the Improvement Kata pattern.
Conducts coaching cycles daily using the 5
Coaching Kata questions. The coach’s job is
to develop the learner by guiding the learner on
Improvement Kata procedure, not to improve
the process. The Coach is responsible for the
Learner’s resullts.

2nd COACH (Coaches the Coach):
Observes coaching cycles between the Coach
and Learner . Gives feedback to the Coach to
help the Coach develop his or her coaching
skills.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook
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\

\

Learner’s
Storyboard

Team
Coach Learner Members

The Learner is trying to be scientific in striving toward the Challenge,
by using the Improvement Kata as described in Part I. The Learner is
looking for cause-and-effect between steps taken and progress
toward the current target condition.

The Coach is trying to be scientific in having the Learner practice
and internalize the pattern of the Improvement Kata, following the
Coaching Kata described in this section (Part Il). The Coach is
looking for cause-and-effect between the Learner’s approach and
progress toward the current target condition.

The 2nd Coach is trying to be scientific in helping the Coach practice
and learn effective coaching skills. The 2nd Coach is looking for
cause-and-effect between the Coach’s actions and the Learner’s
skill growth in applying the Improvement Kata pattern.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook
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THIS IS FREE TRAINING

Since the coaching is done by a line manager while the
Learner works on a real goal, it’'s done without hiring
extra staff and there’s no extra cost or application
delay for the Learner’s capability development.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Roles and Structure
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(2) The Learner’s Storyboard
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EACH LEARNER HAS A STORYBOARD

Each learner’s storyboard is a ‘living document’
that contains the elements and running story of
the application of the Improvement Kata to a
particular process. (Any process would have
only one Improvement Kata storyboard.)

The board itself does nothing. It’s used to
support the interaction between Learner and
~  Coach in the Improvement Kata process. —

That interaction should ideally take place as
- close to the focus process as possible, so
. that’s usually where the storyboard lives.

t

" >
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LEARNER’S STORYBOARD - STARTING POSITION
--> Start with this exact storyboard format <--

Target PDCA Cycles

Blank fields Condition Condition Now @l Record
Achieve by:

where information,
progress and learning
will be posted and
updated as the

Learner goes through
Obstacles

the Improvement ‘
Kata pattern Parking Lot

Having a common
format for the
Learner’s storyboard

makes it easier for i _ i
Coaches to coach After you have practiced with this storyboard
multiple Learners format and gained some experience, your
organization’s storyboard design can evolve

even then, try to keep a standard storyboard 1
format across your organization so that
coaching and communication are easier.

l to suit your environment and culture. But

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Roles and Structure



THE LEARNER OWNS THE STORYBOARD

The Learner updates the storyboard, not the Coach

The layout and information on the storyboard shouid
flow naturally, like a story, with the Five Coaching Kata
Questions that the Coach asks in the Executing phase
of the Improvement Kata.

© Mike Rother / Improvement Kata Handbook Roles and Structure
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THE ROUTINES THE LEARNER PRACTICES @

Understand
the
Direction
Dail%;.:m:hlng o
cles - T
A T
ill - |I|
o Focus Process: Challenge:

Target Current PDCA Cycles

Condition Condition Record
Achieve by:

Establish the Grasp the lterate Toward
Next Target Current the Target
Condition Condition Condition

-c::m;‘u
A8 r{a) Obstacles .
| Jl l@l Parking Lot €
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ABOUT THE LAYOUT OF THE STORYBOARD

It’s called “storyboard” because the Learner
uses it to tell the story each Coaching Cycle

The storyboard layout follows the Improvement Kata pattern from left to
right, except that Current Condition and Target Condition are reversed.
The Challenge and Current Condition should be understood prior to
defining the next Target Condition. Then the reversal happens.

The Learner's storyboard is set up left-to-right to match the pattern of the
Five Coaching Kata Questions, which begin with, "What is the Target
Condition?" The Target Condition gets touched on at the beginning of
every coaching cycle as a “frame,” even though this may seem repetitive
and redundant. You talk first about where you are going, and then about
aspects of the Current Condition relative to that desired condition.

The daily coaching cycle conversations in the 'Executing' phase are
where a lot of repetition, coaching and learning come in, and this is
where the penny usually drops for the Learner. In the 'Planning' phase of
the Improvement Kata pattern the Learner is building up or populating the
storyboard. In the 'Executing' phase the Learner then uses the board to
repeatedly practice a way of thinking that begins with stating the goal.

Of course, once you have achieved some proficiency and understanding
through practice you can adjust the storyboard, as long as the
underlying principles remain the same.
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(3) Selecting the Focus Process
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WHAT IS A “PROCESS”?

A“process” is the work that a person or a group of
persons do as they interact with objects such as
routines, schedules, materials and equipment.
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WHEN TO CHOOSE THE FOCUS PROCESS

Select the focus process after Step 1 of the Improvement Kata
pattern: “Understand the Direction or Challenge.” The nature of
the Challenge can have an influence on what the focus process
should be.

1 2 3 4

Understand Grasp the Establish the Iterate Toward
_ the Current Next Target the
Direction or Condition Condition Target Condition
Challenge
Target
; Conditionl
\ 4 \ J 4
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SELECTING AN APPROPRIATE FOCUS PROCESS
FOR A BEGINNER LEARNER

The first goal is for the Learner to learn the Improvement Kata
pattern, not for the Learner to solve a big problem

For beginners it’s important to use an easy-to-understand work
process for their initial practicing, so they can concentrate on the
pattern of the Improvement Kata rather than getting overwhelmed
by a difficult-to-understand work process.

--> Good processes for a beginner to practice on have a visible
(manual), repetitive, short-cycle work pattern.

Simple, repeating, manual processes (i.e., not a decision-making
process) are easier to apply the Improvement Kata pattern to at
first. This might even be a procedure that is a part of a larger

process, such as changeover of a machine or taking in a patient.

To find such a process you may have to take the Learner outside
their own work area. Keep in mind that the word “process” refers
to all kinds of activity: production, administrative, hospital,
logistics, etc. You are free to choose any process for the Learner,
such as material handling, order-entry, lab procedures, handling
customer returns, and so on.

Help the beginner quickly internalize a few basics by guiding him/her
through the full 4-Step Improvement Kata pattern repeatedly in a
short time frame. Have the Learner start applying the Improvment
Kata to more complicated work processes as their skill builds.
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ROUTINE WORK IS A GOOD FOCUS-PROCESS
CHOICE FOR AN IK BEGINNER

The Learner can expand to more complicated work processes
as their skill builds

-

]

5 CRAFT NONROUTINE
g Low WORK WORK

O

G

S :

S

EB High R\(I)Vl(!)-ll;{lllgE TECHNICIAN
'ﬁ Start practicing WORK

ﬂ the IK here

Low High
Task Variety

\ J

Diagram from: Liker and Meier, Toyota Talent, 2007.

Modified from: Perrow, Charles,1967. “A Framework for the Comparative Analysis of Organizations,”
American Sociological Review 32: 194-208.
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(4) Deploying IK Practice
in an Organization
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THE IMPROVEMENT KATA PATTERN IS FRACTAL

It gets practiced throughout an organization to become the normal
way of managing and working. Once managers learn this approach
they may find it hard to go back to traditional-style management.

Aa

ALAL

by

— ﬂ

3

Establish
the Next
Target Condition

Understand

the
2 Direction 4
Grasp 1 PDCA t
the Current Toward the
Condition Target Condition A & ﬂ A t

o AAA AAAA A

It’s a decentralized process that’s connected through a common way of working

(the Improvement Kata pattern) and, often, an overarching objective. In any

organization there are all sorts of objectives -- ambitious ones that lead to a

breakthrough at the company or site level, incremental improvements, specific

outcome targets, and so on. The beauty of the meta-patterns presented in this
