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The Reason For Work Instructions

By Monte C. Guitar, Programming & Research Coordinator

Tied to Deming's “Plan-Do-Check-Act” Cycle

Take a walk through “Anyshop USA”
and observe the actions being taken to
serve the customer. Rarely will you see
someone with an open work instruc-
tion book reading about how his or
her particular task is to be completed.
The vast majority of shop employees
know what it takes to ensure that a
high-quality product arrives at the
customer’s dock on time. They have
been instructed in specific tasks and
they follow those instructions.

So what is the purpose of documented
work instructions? Besides hav-

ing them available for audit review,
why do such documents exist? Work
instructions are developed to guide
workers in four key quality areas:
training, reference, problem solving,
and continuous improvement.

Each of these areas can be directly relat-
ed to the Deming Cycle, a cycle that
identifies fundamental quality planning

as “Plan-Do-Check-Act.” It is important
to establish (plan) the instructions that
your people must execute. The refer-
ences must then be effectively imple-
mented (do) so they are accessible

to personnel. Documentation must be
verified (check) so the instructions
assist your problem-solving methodology.
Finally, it is important to use (act)

what has been defined in order to
continuously improve.

Reason #1. Training (Plan). Training is
the essential first step to ensuring that
people are competent in their duties. It
is important to define, within the quality
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planning activities, the type of train-

ing that each function is to receive. It

is equally necessary to ensure that the
trainers are executing the plan, including
improvements made to the instructions.

New employees should start their
training with the process expert so they
can observe how the process should be
performed. It is here that detailed train-
ing discussions and hands-on activities
take place between the expert and

the trainee. The trainer uses the work
instructions so new employees under-
stand the basis for the tasks they are
performing. The process is an opportu-
nity for additional review of the work
instruction content. The veteran can
reaffirm the defined steps, and the new
employee can confirm the validity of
the process.

Reason #2. Reference (Do). This
quality activity should focus on
both access and format of the
instructions. The documentation
must be implemented so workers are
not wary of having to locate the
information relative to their areas
of responsibility.

Once employees have been trained and
have demonstrated that they can be
effective performers, you must ensure
that the work instructions are available
in case of questions. The instructions
must be presented in an easy-to-under-
stand format so that access and review
will not take up valuable time.

Write out how the instruction is to be
performed specific to each core task.
Avoid defining why the activity is
performed. There should be no need
for an expert organization to reaf-
firm why core tasks are needed. If the
“why”” information must be defined,
keep that separate from the work
instructions and make the additional
information available as reference-only
training documents.

Reason #3. Problem Solving (Check).
Problem solving is a quality activ-
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ity that focuses on ensuring that the
supporting processes are properly
defined to achieve product quality.
Documentation should be referenced
frequently to ensure that relevance
is maintained.

Work instructions are key documents
to reference when internal or external
nonconformances are identified. Make
the review of the work instructions part
of the corrective action process. Ask

if the supporting instruction properly
defines the process, then audit the
instruction to confirm proper definition.

The operator/employee cannot be

held fully accountable if the records of
training are written to an inadequately
defined work instruction. If the task is
properly defined, the manner by which
training is conducted might need to

be revisited.

Reason #4. Continuous Improvement
(Act). Work instructions should not
be stagnant documents accessed
only when auditors ask for them.
Reviewing work instructions when
improvement opportunities are
identified demonstrates that they are
“living documents.”

Instructions can be improved upon
through document reviews, audits, a
disciplined problem-solving process

(Continued on next page)
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and, most importantly, the input from
the experts who are performing the
tasks. The current documentation
should be the starting point for all
improvements. Always improve upon
existing documentation before creat-
ing a new document. Volume does not
equate to continuous improvement.
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Summary.

Identifying that your work instruc-
tions serve four key purposes provides
the evidence that your organization
practices advanced quality planning.
It shows that the organization consid-
ers the work instruction process to be
more important than just a mandated

requirement from the latest quality
standard. It also demonstrates that top
management understands the impor-
tance of ensuring that such documenta-
tion is properly created, implemented,
used and improved upon.



