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	About Poris and Associates
It’s been an interesting journey since I founded Poris and Associates in April, 2006.
Between learning how to be in business for myself, setting up bookkeeping, a website, email, faxes, communications equipment, and all the other things that need to be done when starting a new business, I had to find clients and actually get work done!

All in all, it’s been great fun so far, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything!

So, what are we about at Poris and Associates?
Our “mission” is to help clients improve their bottom line in whatever ways make sense.  

We do this in many ways, ranging from process assessments, value stream mapping, training, development of Quality Operating/Management Systems, etc. to hands-on involvement in implementation of our recommendations.  Our focus is on improvement of all “systems” influencing the client’s performance.  We try always to take a “systemic” look at how the client does things and how can we help them do it better.
Our basic goal when working with clients is to help the client get to the point where our services are no longer needed.  
We believe that it’s not enough to just “do” the work, we believe strongly that it is necessary to teach, guide, and coach the client so that they can do what is necessary the next time and every time after that.

We’ve worked on a very wide variety of projects, some of which I’ll talk about in the next section of this letter.
In addition, I’m proud to announce that I was recently recognized as a Registered Consultant with SAE-ARI, the consulting arm of the SAE (Society of Automotive Engineers – Automotive Resource Institute).  This enables me to work with the SAE directly as one of a fairly small, select group of consultants, and is, in my opinion, a great honor.

Recent Projects
Over the past almost two years, I’ve had the good fortune to be involved in some very interesting projects.  The diversity has actually been stunning for me, as I’ve worked in industries and with technologies about which I knew next to nothing before these projects.
Include are advanced composites, aircraft manufacturing, aircraft autopilot units, rubber products, chemical production, aluminum die-casting, open forge casting, deep draw aluminum processes, plastic roto-molding, thin-skin aluminum joining, automotive sensors, stamping, automotive assembly, armor plated hulls for military vehicles for Iraq, and the list goes on.
A few highlights:

I recently spent a week in China as part of an SAE-ARI team visiting an automotive sensor supplier.  We evaluated a number of their products for design and manufacturing issues, and then put together a very comprehensive report detailing specific recommendations for improvement of both the products and the manufacturing processes.  We also provided recommendations for enhancement of their quality systems.

Last summer, I worked with DTE (Energy Company) in Detroit to help set up a “Center of Excellence”  (COE) in their Fossil Fuel Generation division.  In essence, this was a “human resources” project involving determining the needs of such an organization, working to understand the capabilities of the people already assigned to the group, and developing a structure within which the COE would work.  This was rewarding and very different from my “usual” type of project.
Last fall, I was fortunate enough to work with a Private Equity firm to help them complete their due diligence on several companies they were considering as investments.  This was a fascinating look into a different world in which the goals of the investors are somewhat different than those some of us have been accustomed to.  The requirements for prospective profitability and the time frame for profitability is significantly shorter than I had seen before.  Although it was a whirlwind project, it was a lot of fun with a great bunch of people!

I spent the better part of September and October assessing aircraft component suppliers’ capability.  This took me all over the USA and to France, and was fascinating.  It was a treat to learn just how similar, yet different the aerospace industry is from the automotive industry.  

In October, 2007, I was honored to be invited to speak at an ASQ (American Society of Quality) regional conference in Canton, Ohio.  I spoke about 8-D Problem Solving to a group of quality professionals from various parts of Ohio.

Problem Solving
In order to be “world class”, manufacturers must become expert at resolving problems and preventing them from recurring.

In this brief article, I will discuss what I consider to be one of the biggest issues with problem solving.
Most established companies incorporate some recognized method of problem solving.  They usually require their employees to be trained in and to use these methods.  There are many, different “systems” out there, including (to name a few) Apollo, Kepner-Tregoe, 8-D (and all its derivatives like 7-D, 5-D), etc.

Each of them has its own strengths and weaknesses, but in general, if followed according to its intent, each will get the job done.  Each focuses on different techniques, but each has the same general goals – to eliminate the root cause(s) of the problem and to prevent recurrence.

The basic elements usually include Describing the Problem, Root Cause Analysis, and Corrective Action.  Some include steps for Containment (immediate protection of the customer), verification of actions and root causes, and Prevention, although they are frequently named differently.

Common “tools” or elements include things like 5W2H, Design of Experiments (DOE), Fishbone/Ishikawa Diagrams, 5-Why, Is-Is Not, Fault Tree Analysis, Decision Matrices, etc.

All of these tools are great, but unfortunately, the understanding of what we’re trying to do with these tools is often lacking.  Worse, management commitment is frequently not really where it needs to be, causing the people who actually have to resolve the problems to stop short before doing everything they should do.

What do I mean by this?

More often than not, when a problem appears, we rush to fix the “symptoms” of the problem.  This is a critical step, since its intent is to “Protect the Customer” from more defective product.  In this step, we make sure that downstream operations, immediate external customers, the end customer (consumer), etc. are protected.
Unfortunately, efforts frequently seem to stop right there without addressing the true root causes.  The reason for this is usually that we are too busy to spend the time on getting to root cause.  Anyway, why bother?  The problem isn’t a problem anymore because the symptom is gone.  Right?  Wrong!
How often have we “fixed” something only to have it appear three months (or weeks, or years) later on a different line in the same plant or on a similar product?  Maybe in a different plant of the same division?  The reason is that we didn’t address ALL the root causes of the problem, nor did we address “preventing” future occurrences.
There are almost always multiple root causes.  Some of them are obvious causes, but further digging (I personally like the 5-Why method for this) indicates that there are causes for the problem occurring in this specific instance, for it “escaping” (or getting past where it should have been caught), and for whatever in our product and process development system should have prevented the problem from being able to occur in the first place.  
As a relatively simple example, think of an assembly missing a screw.  It has been discovered at a customer location.

Often, we decide that the root cause is “the operator forgot to put the screw in”, and implement a corrective action of “train the operator”.  Great start, but “train the operator” really isn’t enough, nor does it address actual root causes.
What in the process allowed the operator to forget the screw?  Why was it possible for the assembly to go further down the line without the screw?  Why didn’t it get caught at final test or inspection?  Why didn’t we address these possibilities when designing the assembly line?  Could we have designed the assembly without screws in the first place?
All of these are legitimate questions that need to be considered and answered before declaring the problem “solved”.  
In resolving this particular issue, we may protect the customer by doing 200% inspection of the parts while working on a method to guarantee that the screw will always be installed.  But, have we addressed this problem for future products?  Have we added this as a failure mode in our FMEA’s (Failure Mode and Effect Analysis)?  Have we changed our test specification requirements to address the escape of the part?  What about Engineering Specifications?  Standards?  
The bottom line is that while we all intend to “fix” the problem, we frequently don’t delve deeply enough into all aspects of the failure, and this will almost certainly cause the problem to come back again.

So, what’s the solution?

We need to improve problem solving education and increase the reinforcement by management that, regardless of where it leads, we need to follow the issue through ALL its causes.  Problem Solving training is great, but if not reinforced by management oversight, it is useless.

The solution lies in implementing a strong, rigorous emphasis by management on resolution of problems including links to the systems and processes which enabled the problem to occur (and escape), then closing the “gaps” in those systems.  Management needs to help employees learn to be “systems thinkers”, able to understand the consequences of not following through and addressing ALL related root causes.
Management needs to perform detailed reviews of problem resolutions to ensure that the problems have been resolved fully and that all systemic aspects have been addressed.

Management also needs to provide support and resources to make sure that employees have the capability to resolve problems completely.

If this is done effectively, short term costs may be higher.  But, long term costs will be lower as quality improves, fewer problems occur, and employees gain a thorough understanding of how different areas within the company all impact the creation of problems, thus enabling true prevention of future problems.
There are many issues with specific elements of problem solving such as insufficient problem descriptions, poor root cause analysis, lack of verification of the effectiveness of containment actions, root causes, or corrective actions, but I’ll leave those for another time.

For now, let’s start by recognizing the important role management needs to play in solving problems.

In Closing

I hope you’ve found this first issue of our newsletter interesting and informative.

Please feel free to forward this newsletter to any of your friends or colleagues who may be interested, and encourage them to subscribe themselves so they can directly receive future newsletters.

If, by chance, you do not want to receive future mailings, please use the unsubscribe link below.

I’d love to hear your feedback, questions, and suggestions for future topics to be addressed!   If we haven’t talked for awhile, I’d love to hear what you’re up to these days.

Thanks for your support,
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