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INTRODUCTION:
UNLOCKING THE
POWER OF
PROBLEM SOLVING
WITH MANAGING
TO LEARN BY JOHN
SHOOK

I n  t h e  w o r l d  o f
business,  continuous
improvement  is  more
than a buzzword—it’s a
survival  strategy.  Yet
many  organizations
s t r u g g l e  t o  t u r n
i m p r o v e m e n t
initiatives  into  lasting
change.  The  missing
piece often lies not in
the tools or techniques,
but  in  how  people
think,  learn,  and lead.

Managing  To  Learn
By  John  Shook  offers
a  profound  blueprint
for  transforming  how
managers  approach
prob lem  so lv ing ,
c o a c h i n g ,  a n d
organizational learning.
At  its  heart  is  the A3
process—a  simple  but
power fu l  method
b o r r o w e d  f r o m
Toyota’s  management
system that  combines
r igorous  prob lem
solving with leadership
development.  This
article explores the key
principles of the book,
w h y  i t  r e m a i n s
essent ia l  for  lean
pract i t ioners  and
executives  alike,  and
how you can apply its
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lessons  to  foster  a
culture of learning and
c o n t i n u o u s
improvement.

WHO IS JOHN
SHOOK AND WHY
DOES THIS BOOK
MATTER?

J o h n  S h o o k  i s  a
r e n o w n e d  l e a n
management  expert
and  former  Toyota
manager  who  helped
introduce  the  Toyota
Production  System  to
the West.  As the CEO
of the Lean Enterprise
I n s t i t u t e ,  h e  h a s
dedicated  decades  to
studying  and  teaching
l e a n  t h i n k i n g .
Managing  To  Learn
By John Shook distills
his  deep  experience
into  a  practical  guide
that  moves  beyond
theo ry .  The  book
e m p h a s i z e s  t h a t
managing is not about
controlling—it is  about
developing people and

enabling them to solve
p r o b l e m s
systematically. For any
leader seeking to build
a  t r u e  l e a r n i n g
organization, this book
prov ides  both  the
“what” and the “how.”

CORE CONCEPTS
OF MANAGING TO
LEARN BY JOHN
SHOOK

The A3
Process:
More
Than a
One-Page
Report
The A3 process, named
after  the  standard  A3
paper  size  (roughly
11×17  inches),  is  the
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central  framework.
However, it is far more
than a template. Shook
demonstrates  that  A3
is a disciplined thinking
process  that  forces
clarity,  collaboration,
and  reflection.  The
process  typ ica l ly
includes  seven  steps:
background,  current
condition,  root  cause
a n a l y s i s ,  t a r g e t
c o n d i t i o n ,
c o u n t e r m e a s u r e s ,
check/confirmation,
and  follow-up.  Each
s t e p  d r i v e s  t h e
problem  so lver  to
i n v e s t i g a t e  r e a l
conditions,  engage
with stakeholders, and
propose  actionable
solutions.
W h a t  m a k e s
Managing  To  Learn
By John Shook unique
is  i ts  focus  on  the
dia logue  between
m a n a g e r  a n d
subordinate during the
A 3  c r e a t i o n .  T h e

“managing” in the title
refers to the coaching
re la t ionsh ip  tha t
unfolds around the A3.
M a n a g e r s  d o  n o t
simply  assign  tasks;
t h e y  a s k  p r o b i n g
questions,  challenge
assumpt ions ,  and
guide  the  learner  to
deeper  understanding.
T h i s  t r a n s f o r m s
problem solving from a
solitary  task  into  a
s h a r e d  l e a r n i n g
journey.

PDCA:
Cycle of
Learning
and
Action
P l a n - D o - C h e c k - A c t
(PDCA)  is  the  engine
beh ind  A3 .  Shook
shows  how  PDCA  is
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embedded  in  every
stage.  The  “P lan”
p h a s e  r e q u i r e s
hypothesizing  about
r o o t  c a u s e s  a n d
countermeasures. “Do”
means  implementing
s m a l l - s c a l e
experiments.  “Check”
forces  verification  of
r e s u l t s  a g a i n s t
predictions. “Act” leads
to  standardization  or
iteration.  This  cycle
ensures that learning is
c o n c r e t e  a n d
m e a s u r a b l e ,  n o t
abstract.
By  l inking  PDCA  to
daily  management,
Managing  To  Learn
B y  J o h n  S h o o k
provides  a  structure
t h a t  p r e v e n t s
organizations  from
leaping  to  solutions
without  understanding
the  problem.  It  also
encourages  a  scientific
mindset:  treat  every
c h a l l e n g e  a s  a n
experiment.

Leaders
as
Teachers,
Not
Heroes
A  recurring  theme  is
that  effective  leaders
develop  others.  Shook
c h a l l e n g e s  t h e
t rad i t i ona l  he ro -
manager  who  swoops
i n  w i t h  a n s w e r s .
Instead, the manager’s
r o l e  i s  t o  m e n t o r
t h r o u g h
questioning—helping
individuals  identify
their  own  gaps  and
grow  their  capability.
This requires patience,
humility, and a genuine
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
l e a r n i n g .  T h e  A 3
becomes the coaching
tool .  As  managers
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review  A3s,  they  look
f o r  r e a s o n i n g ,
e v i d e n c e ,  a n d
reflection  rather  than
just  correct  answers.

WHY MANAGING
TO LEARN BY JOHN
SHOOK IS
ESSENTIAL FOR
MODERN
ORGANIZATIONS

In  today’s  fast-paced
e n v i r o n m e n t ,
organizations  cannot
afford  to  have  only  a
few  experts  solving
problems.  They  need
every employee to be
a problem solver.  The
book offers a replicable
m e t h o d  t o  s c a l e
problem-solving  skills
a c r o s s  t e a m s .
Moreover, it addresses
a  common  failure  of
lean  transformations:
the inability to sustain
changes.  By  making
learning  the  primary
o u t p u t  o f

management,  Shook
helps create a culture
where improvement is
ongoing, not a project.
Another  benefit  is
transparency.  The  A3
d o c u m e n t  m a k e s
t h i n k i n g  v i s i b l e .
Anyone can read an A3
and  understand  the
logic, assumptions, and
evidence. This reduces
silos  and  accelerates
knowledge sharing. For
cross-functional teams,
this  transparency  is
invaluable.

PRACTICAL STEPS
TO APPLY THE
LESSONS FROM
MANAGING TO
LEARN BY JOHN
SHOOK

Implementing  the  A3
process  requires  more
than  downloading  a
template.  Here  are
ac t i onab le  s teps
inspired by the book:
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1. Start
with One
Real
Problem
Choose  a  significant
b u t  m a n a g e a b l e
problem in  your  area.
Avoid  trying  to  solve
everything  at  once.
The goal is to learn the
p r o c e s s ,  s o  p i c k
something that matters
b u t  i s  n o t  o v e r l y
complex.

2. Go to
the
Gemba
(Actual

Place)
B e f o r e  w r i t i n g
anything,  observe  the
process  firsthand.  Talk
to  people  doing  the
work.  Collect  data.
Understand the current
condition  from  direct
obse rva t i on ,  no t
assumptions.

3. Draft
the A3,
Then
Revise
with
Feedback
Write  the  first  draft
yourself,  then  present
it to your manager or a
c o a c h .  E x p e c t
q u e s t i o n s  t h a t
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c h a l l e n g e  y o u r
analysis.  Revise based
on  feedback.  Th is
iterative dialogue is the
heart of Managing To
L e a r n  B y  J o h n
Shook .

4. Use
PDCA for
Every
Counterm
easure
F o r  e a c h
c o u n t e r m e a s u r e ,
define  how  you  will
measure  success.
Implement  on a  small
scale.  Check  results
quickly.  If  something
fails,  learn  why  and
a d j u s t .  A v o i d
implementing full-scale
before verifying.

5.
Documen
t the
Learning
Once a solution works,
standardize it. But also
reflect  on  the  process
itself:  What  did  you
learn  about  problem
solving?  What  would
you  do  differently  next
t i m e ?  T h i s  m e t a -
l e a r n i n g  b u i l d s
capabil ity.

6. Train
Others as
Coaches
Eventually, you should
coach others using the
same method. The true
s ign  of  mastery  is



8

8 Managing To Learn By John
Shook

2023-11-16

when  you  can  help
someone develop their
o w n  A 3 ,  n o t  j u s t
produce  a  good  one
yourself.

REAL-WORLD
IMPACT: CASES
AND
TESTIMONIALS

Managing  To  Learn
By  John  Shook  has
b e e n  a d o p t e d  b y
healthcare  systems,
manufacturing  firms,
a n d  g o v e r n m e n t
agencies. For example,
a  hospital  unit  used
A3s  to  reduce  patient
wait  t imes  by  40%
within  three  months.
The  key  was  not  the
template but the daily
coach ing  huddles
where  staff  reviewed
A 3 s  a n d  s h a r e d
ins ights .  Another
example is  a software
development team that
applied A3 thinking to
reduce  deployment
failures.  They  found

t h a t  r o o t  c a u s e
analysis  helped  them
move  from  firefighting
to  prevention.
Testimonials from lean
practitioners  often
highlight that the book
changed their  view of
management.  Many
say  they  s topped
trying  to  fix  problems
for  their  teams  and
instead  started  asking
better  questions.  The
result  was  increased
engagement and faster
problem solving.

COMMON PITFALLS
TO AVOID

Even  w i th  a  g reat
g u i d e ,  m i s t a k e s
happen .  Here  a re
pitfalls  to  watch  for
w h e n  a p p l y i n g
Managing  To  Learn
By John Shook:

Treating A3 as
a form-filling
exercise: The
document is
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meaningless
without the
thinking. Focus
on the logic, not
the formatting.
Skipping root
cause analysis:
Many teams
jump to
countermeasures
without deep
analysis. Use
tools like 5 Whys
or fishbone
diagrams.
Overloading
the A3 with
content: Keep it
concise. An A3
should be
scannable. If you
need more
detail, create
supporting
documents.
Ignoring the
coaching role:
Managers must
invest time in
reviewing A3s
and offering
guidance.

Without
coaching, the
process becomes
bureaucratic.
Attempting too
many A3s at
once: Start with
one. Master it.
Then expand.

HOW MANAGING
TO LEARN
COMPLEMENTS
OTHER LEAN
TOOLS

Shook’s  work  fits
seamlessly  with  Lean
Six  Sigma,  Kanban,
and  va lue  s t ream
mapping.  While  those
tools focus on process
analysis,  A3  provides
the  thinking  structure
for any problem. It also
a l i g n s  w i t h  a g i l e
retrospectives  and
c o n t i n u o u s
improvement  sprints.
The A3 process can be
u s e d  t o  c a p t u r e
l e a r n i n g  f r o m
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experiments, making it
ideal  for  organizations
embracing  both  lean
and  agile.

CONCLUSION:
EMBRACE
LEARNING AS THE
CORE OF
MANAGEMENT

Managing  To  Learn
By John Shook is not
just a book—it is a call
to  redefine
management itself.  By
s h i f t i n g  f r o m
command-and-control
t o  c o a c h i n g  a n d
prob lem  so lv ing ,
leaders  can  unlock
tremendous  potential.
The A3 process offers a
practical, scalable way
to  embed  scientific
thinking  into  dai ly
work. Whether you are

n e w  t o  l e a n  o r  a
seasoned  practitioner,
this  book  provides
fresh insights into how
to develop people and
create  a  learn ing
organization. Start with
one  problem,  one  A3,
and  one  coach ing
conversat ion.  The
learning will follow.
In  the  end,  managing
t o  l e a r n  m e a n s
recognizing that every
p r o b l e m  i s  a n
opportunity  to  grow
capabil ity.  As  John
Shook  writes,  “The
p r o b l e m  i s  t h e
solution.” Embrace the
journey,  and  watch
your  organizat ion
t r a n s f o r m  f r o m
firefighting  to  fire
prevention—one A3 at
a time.


