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Critical thinking clarifies goals and examines assumptions.  For the Lean CEO this is crucial.  In my articles on critical thinking I have established that many individuals are simply trying to increase their creative thinking ability.  Generally speaking, the Lean CEO is a already a good critical thinker.  They are heavily invested in reducing waste and maximizing resources.  The culprit is time which is why having a tool box of critical thinking tools is important. 

One important tool is active listening.  Active and effective listening allows the Lean CEO the ability to sort and process data and to determine if that data has merit.  Another important tool is learning to use models when processing thought. This is especially valuable when time is of the essence and projects must be completed quickly.
A popular Lean and Six Sigma model is the Plan-Do-Check-Act model (PDCA).  PDCA is an iterative four-step management process also known as the Deming Wheel. Here is a brief review of this popular project management model. 
Plan

Establish the objectives and processes necessary to deliver results in accordance with the expected output (the target or goals). 
Do
Implement the new processes in reality or by simulation

Check
Measure the new processes and compare the results  to ascertain any differences. 
Act 
Implement or Abandon

PDCA can be applied to small projects but can also be used in high-level or sophisticated projects.  However, this simple but powerful model can also be used as a paper and pencil tool by the Lean CEO to quickly determine the probable outcome of a particular idea or challenge.

An even more powerful thinking model is the Define-Measure-Anaylze-Improve-Control (DMAIC) typically used in Six Sigma and Lean Six Sigma.  Here is a quick overview of this model.
Define
Determine the problem that needs to be solved or the process that needs to be improved

Measure
Get a true as-is picture of where you are today

Analyze
Study the snapshot in Measure and determine root cause, impact, or correlation.  See if there are variances that can be reduced to get a quick fix.  Brainstorm solutions

Improve

Consider the best solutions and choose one to pilot. If the pilot is successful roll out the project plan.  If not, consider one of the other solutions.  Once an improvement has been made move to control.

Control
Determine the true benefit and develop a plan to sustain the solution.

The DMAIC model takes more thought than the PDCA.  However, using either model as a thinking map can quickly lead to process improvement solutions.
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