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A
re you looking for a  way to
develop your organizat ion’s
culture into one of  daily im-
provement using a systematic,
scientific approach? Then Im-

provement Kata and Coaching Kata may be
the answer for you, especially if  you would
also answer “yes” to any of these questions:
•   Do you want to improve the accuracy
of  your accounting systems and
processes?

•   Do you want to decrease the t ime
needed for accomplishing routine
accounting tasks?

•   Do you want to reduce the t ime
needed to close the books each month

so leadership can improve decision-
making?

•   Do you want to get  ever yone aligned
to the specific  chal lenges of  your orga-
nizat ion and systematical ly achieve
those goals?

•    Do you want to engage process owners
in daily continuous improvement to
accomplish meaningful challenges for
your organization?

What is the Improvement Kata and
Coaching Kata?
It  is  not the solution to a problem, per se,
that makes (or keeps) an organization suc-

IMPROVEMENT 
KATA AND 

COACHING KATA

FOR ACCOUNTING 
PROFESSIONALS

R I C K  F L E M I N G  A N D  GA RY  K A PA N OW S K I 

RICK  FLEMING  u s e s  h i s  3 0  y e a r s  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  manag ement  ro l e s ,  o p e ra t i ona l  e x c e l l e n c e , and  t h e  To yo ta Kat a
methodo l o g y  to  h e lp  c ompani e s  c rea te  and  a l i g n  l e ade r sh ip  s y s t ems  that p romote  th e op e rat i ona l  and  c u l t ura l  change s
needed  to  suppor t l ean  th ink ing ,  d e ve l op  a c countab i l i t y, and  d r ive  a  dai ly  c ont inuou s improvement  ph i l o s ophy. Ri ck  i s  a
mas te r Kat a  coach  and  in s t r u c to r  f o r  th e  Unive r s i t y  o f  Mi ch igan’s  “Toyo ta Kat a ” work shop. He  c o l l aborate s  w i th  th e Kat a
communi t y  in the ongo ing  d e ve l opment  o f  th e  Improvement Kat a  and  Coaching Kat a  rout in e s and mate r i a l s .  R i ck  a l s o
pres ent s  and  fac i l i tates  work shops  for the  Michigan  Lean  Consor t ium, MEP, and  other  organi zat ions . Hi s  contac t in format ion
i s r i cha rd@leanente r pr i s e . i n fo .

GARY  KAPANOWSKI  i s  a Ce r t i f i ed  L ean  S i x  S i gma  Mas te r  B l a ck  B e l t  and  Ce r t i f i ed ASQ Bronze  L ean  p ro f e s s i ona l , a s
we l l  a s a cos t  a c countant  f o r  Moe l l e r  Manufac tur ing , a l ead ing  a e rospac e  par t s supp l i e r,  and  L ean  S i x  S i gma  Mas te r  B l a ck
Be l t  L e c ture r  a t  Law renc e  Te chno log i ca l  Unive r s i t y  P ro f e s s i ona l  De ve l opment  Cente r. Ut i l i z ing  e xp e r i enc e  w i th  me t r i c s
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The Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata method enables organizations to

develop a culture of scienti f ic thinkers who practice continuous improvement.
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cessful. It  is  the ability to regularly develop
solutions for constantly developing process
issues that allows an organization to thrive.
Nurturing and maintaining this  abi l it y to
practice dai ly continuous improvement is
a  core  re spons ibi l i t y  of  a  company’s
leadership team.
Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata

are the two parts of  a method to develop sci-
entific thinking and practice daily continuous
improvement  w ithin  organizat ions . The
method can transform your culture by devel-
oping meta-habits throughout your company.
Mike Rother first presented this four-step
method in his  book Toyota Kata in  2008
(Exhibit 1).
The four steps of  the Kata method are

outlined in the fol lowing sect ions:
Step one: Understand direction and chal-

lenge. This is  the step in which the orga-
nization clarifies  a  strategic chal lenge that
needs to be met over a  one to three-year
time frame. It is a description of  a new level
of  performance the organizat ion needs to
achieve to better serve its customers and/or
differentiate its offerings. Striving for a sig-
n i f icant  cha l lenge  prov ides  contex t  for
making improvements. The challenge should
answer the quest ion “Wouldn’t  it  be great

if…?” For example, “Wouldn’t  it  be great  if
by December of  next year, the accounting
month-end process only took half  a  day?”

Step two: Grasp the current condit ion.

This  is  where  the  organizat ion conducts
in-depth process analysis  on a focus area
to truly understand how the work is actually
done and how the current process is  per-
forming as it  relates to the chal lenge. The
goal  is  to col lect  facts  and data to describe
the current situat ion. Understanding the
gap between where  we are  and where  we
need to be is a prerequisite for the next step
of  sett ing a target  condit ion. For example,
“The  account ing  month-end  proce s s
currently takes five days, and we have made
a  process  map showing the  steps  people
take to perform the month-end process.”

Step three: Establish the next target con-

d i t ion . This  i s  a  smal l  incrementa l  s tep
toward achiev ing a chal lenge. It  wi l l  take
severa l  t a rge t  condit ions  to  eventua l ly
achieve a chal lenge. The target  condit ion
descr ibes  where  you  want  to  be  next  in
relation to all the current condition elements,
not how to get there. The “how” wil l  be dis-
covered through applicat ion of  scientific
thinking. For example, “One month from
today, we want the accounting month-end
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EXHIBIT 1 The Four Steps of the Kata Methodology
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process  to  t ake  4 .5  days  us ing  the  same
resources. We have made a target condition
process  map showing a  new sequence of
steps to be taken to perform the month-
end process in the targeted t ime frame.”

Step four: Conduct experiments using the

p l an -do -check -ac t  (PDCA)  p rocess. The
PDCA process embodies the core thinking
pattern of  the scientific method. Scientific
thinking is a deliberate practice of comparing
what one thinks will happen (the hypothesis)
to what actually happens (the real data) and
making adjustments based on what one has
learned  f rom the  d i f ference . Someone
ut i l iz ing  this  method str ives  to  conduct
daily experiments that are very small. Doing
quick dai ly experiments on improvement
wi l l  force  the  person to  learn  what  t rue
obstacles he or she needs to overcome to
actually achieve the target condition. This
is not solutions-based thinking, but rather
learning what works and eventually learning
the combination of  real solutions that results
in overal l  improvement.
These four steps constitute the Improve-

ment Kata . The Coaching Kata supports
the  whole  me thod  by  re in forc ing  the
Improvement  Kata s teps  u s ing  f ive
repeatable core quest ions:
1.  What is  your target  condit ion?
2.  What is  your actual  condit ion now?
3.  What obstacles are preventing you
from achiev ing your target  condit ion?

4.  What is  your next step?
5.  When can we go see what you have
learned?
The first  three Improvement Kata steps

prepare the user for practicing the PDCA
process by thoroughly understanding (1)
one’s  expec tat ions , (2)  the  scope  of  the
goal, (3) the current condition using appro-
priate metrics, (4) the current pattern of
work , and  (5 )  a  s e t  o f  t a rge t  e l ement s
describing a near-term target condition for
a selected process. Once these are achieved,
the PDCA process can begin. The PDCA
steps guide the users through running quick
improvement experiments using scientific
thinking. The aim of  the Improvement Kata
and Coaching Katamethod is to break chal-
lenges  into ver y  smal l  incremental  steps
that users strive to achieve quickly through
experimenting with improvement ideas that
eliminate obstacles along the path to true
solutions.

The Coaching Kata supports the whole
method and is used during all four steps of
the Improvement Kata. A coach uses the five
core questions to understand how a learner
is thinking and discover his or her knowledge
threshold so that mentoring can begin. The
coach assists the learner with what he or she
needs to learn to keep moving forward. The
coach’s role is to develop the thinking skills
of  the learner.
By following the Kata process in a struc-

tured, disciplined manner, leadership teams
practice a consistent method that develops
a culture of  scientific  thinkers. Engaging
people in practicing a daily method of relent-
le s s ly  work ing  toward  accompl i sh ing
significant challenges is a critical role of  the
leadership team.
The point of  the Katamethod is to create

a sustainable culture of  dai ly continuous
improvement  through the  use  of  s imple
rout ines  that  t ake  human behav ior  into
considerat ion.

What are the benefits of using the Kata?
Benefits  of  using the Kata include the fol-
lowing:
•   It  is  a  systematic, scientific  routine
that can be applied to any problem or
chal lenge;

•   It  is  a  standard method of  develop-
ment for people within an organiza-
t ion;

•   It  is  a  process for migrat ing managers
toward the role of  coach and mentor
by practicing structured coaching ses-
sions;

•   It  is  a  framework for practicing the
PDCA process in a way that  helps peo-
ple to take small  steps every day ;

•   It  creates a  culture of  scientific
thinkers; and

•   It  establishes a  process for dai ly con-
tinuous improvement.

How the Kata method is used in industry
It  is  important to recognize that practices
in industry are directly applicable to account-
ing practices. The Katamethod and scientific
thinking are content-free methods that are
focused on how we think and do. They are
independent of  specific content. Kata usage
is equally at  home in a tool-and-die shop

18 COST MANAGEMENT                                                                                                             JULY/AUGUST 2018                                                                                                 KATA

THE POINT OF THE
KATA METHOD IS

TO CREATE A
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BEHAVIOR INTO
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as it  is  in the office of  a CPA. Any content
can be fi l led into the steps of  the method.
It is about how we think and overcome obsta-
cles  to  solve  problems  or  improve  upon
processes that drive cost and lead t ime.
A broad range of  organizations are suc-

cessful ly apply ing the Improvement Kata
and Coaching Kata method, including in
manufacturing, health care, government,
service, and education. The types of processes
that are being impacted include accounting,
t reasur y, product ion, customer  ser v ice ,
human resources, inventory management,
engineering, and strategic planning.
Organizations practice the Kata by posting

a v isual storyboard in a focused work area.
The storyboard captures the team’s progress
toward achiev ing target  condit ions  and,
eventually, a long-term challenge.

The layout  of  the  stor yboard guides  a
coach and learner  through pract icing the
Kata in  a  consis tent  manner. Fol low ing
the Kata rout ines  develops  the  sk i l l  and
behav ior  of  the  learner  and coach so that
it  becomes second nature  or  a  natural  way
of  th ink ing  and  approach ing  improve-
ment.
Organ i zat ions  implement ing  the

Improvement  Kata and  Coach ing  Kata
method have used it  to:
•   drive the organizat ion in new direc-
t ions based on customer wants and
needs;

•   achieve ver y chal lenging cost-reduc-
tion goals;

•   reduce lead t imes for products and
serv ices (e.g., gett ing quicker lab
results  for blood draws);
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EXHIBIT 2 Kata Storyboard
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•   reduce the t ime used to do month-end
book closing;

•   reduce inventory levels;
•   achieve annual  strategic goals;
•   develop employee’s  ski l ls  in practicing
dai ly continuous improvement;

•   develop management’s  ski l ls  in leader-
ship, coaching, and mentoring;

•   reduce the t ime from receipt of  order
to cash;

•   engage the organizat ion with dai ly
improvement act ions; and

•   reduce errors in purchase orders and
posting.
Improvement Kata example. For accoun-

tants, closing the month-end process is  a
stressful  process. Any improvement in this
process is welcome within any organization.
This f its  with the purpose of  the Improve-
ment Kata as prov iding a systematic way
to str ive  toward and meet  chal lenges. In
our  example  in  Exhibit  2 , the  CEO and
board  of  d i rec tors  have  incorporated  a
v ision for the organizat ion to become an
operat ional  excel lence organizat ion. The

direction is to incorporate operational goals
to  be  considered  a  best-of-breed  in  the
industr y. For the accounting department,
the goal  of  taking only two business days
to close the accounting month-end process
and prov ide variance analysis  is  needed to
prov ide  management  w i th  the  proper
f inancia l  informat ion  to  make  business
decisions. The t ime f rame to  implement
this  structural  change is  six months.
In its current condition, our organization

t ake s  10  bus ine s s  days  to  comple te  a l l
month-end act iv it ies . The  goal  to  br ing
this  accounting month-end process to two
business days is  an 80 percent reduction.
Since the process is  executed only once per
month, achiev ing the goal  in six  months
wil l  only prov ide six month-end opportu-
nities. This is limiting for experimentation,
improvement, and success. An alternative
approach is  to experiment on indiv idual
task elements  of  the ent ire  process, thus
breaking up the whole process into inde-
pendent  tasks . Ident i f ied  improvements
can be incorporated into the current process
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EXHIBIT 3 Month-end Process Chart

Month-end process chart (sequential  order):
1. Close access for users to compile data
a. Current process t ime = 15 minutes
b. Takt t ime = 1 minute

2. Compile data needed to close accounting books
a. Current process t ime = 2 days
b. Takt t ime = 4 hours

3. Complete work papers necessary for accounting month-end closing entr ies
a. Current process t ime = 3 days
b. Takt t ime = 4 hours

4. Complete accounting month-end closing entr ies
a. Current process t ime = 1 day
b. Takt t ime = 2 hours

5. Compile and complete variance analysis 
a. Current process t ime = 2 days 
b. Takt t ime = 4 hours

6. Complete addit ional accounting month-end entr ies post–variance analysis
a. Current process t ime = 1 day
b. Takt t ime = 1 hour

7. Val idate adjustments and month-end act iv i t ies are completed
a. Current process t ime = 1 day
b. Takt t ime = 1 hour

8. Noti f icat ion of month-end completed
a. Current process t ime = 15 minutes
b. Takt t ime = 1 minute
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to validate the movement toward the goal
of  two business days.
In our example and for many accounting

tasks, there is  no calculated takt t ime, but
a planned cycle t ime is  known. In our case,
the planned cycle t ime is  the goal  of  two
bus ine s s  days ;  e i ther  we  comple te  the
accounting month-end process within the
time frame or we do not. We now document

the  cur rent  process . This  i s  a  comple te
list ing of  each process task step, which wil l
include their individual takt time or planned
cycle t ime along with a basic process map
of  the steps needed for completion. When
this  is  compi led, the  ful l  process  can be
understood from the standpoint of  potential
improvement. In our example, we identif y
eight overall process steps for the accounting
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EXHIBIT 4 Storyboard Accounts Receivable

EXHIBIT 5 Current Process Map
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month-end process  with t ime durat ions.
Nex t , we  w i l l  rev iew  the  th i rd  s tep,
completing the work papers necessar y for
accounting month-end closing entries. See
Exhibit  3.
Within the organization, all process steps

wil l  be rev iewed for improvement. During
the rev iew of  the third process step, it  is
determined that the organization completes
45 work papers, accounting for three days
of  a c t iv i t y. To  ach ieve  our  goa l  of  two
business days, this  process needs t ime re-
duction. An indiv idual  current status sto-
ryboard and exit cycle of  past performance
will be created for each of the 45 work papers.
For  our  example, we  select  the accounts
receivable  work paper  for  improvement.
The  t arget  condit ion  i s  to  complete  the
work paper  in  the  planned cycle  t ime of
5.3 minutes. This calculat ion is  based on
the fact  that  the overal l  step three process
has  four  hours , or  240  minutes , of  t ime
planned for all papers. With 45 work papers

to complete, the calculat ion for  planned
cycle t ime for each paper is  5.3 minutes.
The target  condit ion is  two team members
working with the detai l  as identified by the
automated report and rev iewing the detai l
at t ached  w i th  the  invoice  for  proper
treatment within the planned t ime of  5.3
minutes. See Exhibit  4.
Af ter  the  stor yboard is  completed for

the  indiv idua l  process  s tep, the  current
condit ion is  rev iewed. This  includes  the
current process map of  the steps ut i l ized.
See Exhibit  5.
After the current process is documented,

a  ch a r t  o f  t h e  re su l t s  i s  c re a t ed  t o
determine the process’ stabi l it y. Since the
system can  generate  the  repor t  dai ly, the
organizat ion instructs  the  team members
to  repeat  th i s  exerc i se  da i ly  dur ing  the
month  to  va l idate  the  current  condit ion.
Team members  note  improvement  during
this  per iod  and incorporate  some init ia l
improvements  and  document  obst acles
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EXHIBIT 6 Exit Cycle Chart

EXHIBIT 7 PDCA Cycle Record
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prevent ing  fur ther  t ime  reduct ions . See
Exhibit  6 .
After rev iewing the current condit ion,

the team can brainstorm ways to overcome
the obstacles. This forms our list of  changes
to incorporate with each experiment to doc-
ument  our  resu lt s . As  improvement  i s
recorded, new approaches will  assist with
additional improvements; thus, a cumulative
ef fec t  i s  earned  as  we  reach  the  t arget
condition. Some of  the obstacles include the
timing of  the data and receipt of  the data to
perform analysis.
The PDCA cycles record wil l  document

our experiments, one var iable  at  a  t ime.
Our example indicates we can easily replicate
the experiment hourly due to the volume
of  invoices, representing 6 experiments a
day, or 30 per week. The test  wi l l  have the
two employees  work ing  to  complete  the
work  paper  a long  w i th  a  t imer  and  an
observer-documenter  of  the  experiment
and storyboard. This represents a  total  of
four team members part icipating.
Sett ing  up each exper iment  w ith  only

one var iable  to  change  is  up to  the  team.
Ide a s  fo r  improvement  a re  gene r a t ed
through the  obstacle  l i s t  f rom the  stor y-
board or  current  and past  exper iences  by
team members. For  each exper iment, we
def ine  what  we  expect  to  happen, def ine
what we will measure, observe what actually
happens, and reflect and adjust accordingly.
See  Exhibit  7 .
Experiments 19 through 24 are displayed

in Exhibit  7. The experiments  are  based
on Process  Map Step #2, “Validate  Proper

Sale  with Documentat ion” (Exhibit  5). In
these experiments, each team member is
asked  to  on ly  per form one  of  the  t a sks
w ithin  the  process  s tep, which  includes
getting shipping documentation, validating
the  sh ipp ing  date , and  va l idat ing  t he
sh ipping  de s t inat ion . We  l i s t  what  i s
expec ted  for  each  exper iment , which  i s
either improvement or matching improve-
ment. The results are not consistent, which
is t ypical ly found. While rev iewing exper-
iments  19 and 20, it  is  learned that  each
team member was asked to solely  obtain
al l  the shipping documentat ion for  a l l  the
invoices . The  obser ver  noted  that  Team
Member 1 was using different  procedures
for f inding shipping documentat ion than
Team Member  2 , re su lt ing  in  improved
time. This  improvement is  now added to
the procedures  and used consistently  for
al l  team members. In experiments  21 and
22, each team member was asked to solely
val idate  a l l  the shipping dates  for  a l l  the
invoices . The  obser ver  noted  that  both
team members  used the same procedures
and completed the overall task in four min-
utes, for  an improvement  of  one  minute
from the previous best t ime of  five minutes
from experiment 19. This is also recognized
and adopted into the new procedures. In
experiments 23 and 24, each team member
was tasked to solely validate all the shipping
dest inat ion information for  a l l  invoices.
The observer noted that  Team Member 2
was using different procedures for validating
sh ipping  des t inat ion  in format ion  than
Team Member 1, result ing in a t ime of  four
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EXHIBIT 8 Exit Cycle Chart 2



. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .      

minutes . This  indicates  no reduct ion of
performance from the best  t ime in exper-
iments  21 and 22. This  is  a lso recognized
and adopted into the new procedures. The
graphical documentation of the experiments
is  incorporated in the exit  cycle  char ts  on
the stor yboard (Exhibit  8).
As each round of experiments is completed,

the results are posted on the storyboard and
reviewed by the Improvement Kata coach
for the team. The coach’s role is to provide
feedback to the team for improvement. The
coach asks the team the five core Coaching
Kata questions discussed previously:
1.  What is  the target  condit ion?
2.  What is  the actual  condit ion now?
3.  What obstacles do you think are pre-
venting you from reaching the target
condit ion? Which one are you
addressing now?

4.  What is  your next step (or your next
PDCA experiment)? What do you
expect?

5.  When can we go and see what we have
learned from taking that  step?
As the team answers the five quest ions,

the improvement process and experiments
wil l  continue unti l  the target  condit ion is
reached. Continuing our example, the coach
discusses the five quest ions with the team
af ter  each round of  experiments. In  this
case, we wil l  use experiment 23:
1.  Our target  condit ion is  5.3 minutes
per work paper.

2.  Our actual  condit ion af ter experiment
23 is  4.5 minutes.

3.  Current procedures for Team Member
1 are not improving the process. We are
validating the shipping destination.

4.  Our next step is  to ut i l ize Team Mem-
ber 2’s  process to validate the shipping
dest ination to improve the process
t ime of  four minutes.

5.  We wil l  implement the experiment in
the next hour.
After  the target  condit ion is  achieved,

the team identifies the next objective they
want to achieve before the goal date. In our
example, the task for the accounts receivable
was able to perform better than the target
condition, so we can move on to improving
the other 44 out of  45 work papers for the
third step of  the month-end process chart
(see Exhibit 3).
After the third step is  complete and can

meet the indiv idual  goal, we move to the
other  steps  and repeat  the  Improvement
Kata method unti l  we complete the overal l
goal  of  closing the accounting month-end
process and completing variance analysis
w i th in  two  bus ine s s  days . Dur ing  th i s
journey and most Improvement Kata ini-
t iat ives, we might have several  target  con-
dit ions due to the difficulty of  the goal. In
our example, we had only one target  con-
dit ion.

Conclusion
The Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata
method is a systematic, scientific, and standard
routine for organizations to develop a culture
of scientific thinkers who practice continuous
improvement. Applied to any problem or
challenge, this easy-to-implement framework
can be utilized in every industry and every
department for organizations to achieve their
goals.  n
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