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The PDCA Cycle Guide and Template[image: ]
What Is a PDCA Cycle?
PDCA stands for Plan, Do, Check, Act, and it is a simple four step cycle used to solve problems at work by testing small changes instead of making big guesses. Instead of rolling out a major change and hoping it works, PDCA encourages you to try a small test first, see what happens, and use real data to decide your next move. The idea is that one small test gives you better information and less risk than one big assumption. PDCA is widely used because it is practical, low risk, and based on evidence rather than guesswork.
It is a cycle, not a straight line—after the Act step, you return to Plan, and each loop helps improve the process a little more.
The Four Phases: What Each One Means
	Phase
	What It Means
	What You Do
	Key Question

	PLAN
	Figure out what the problem is.
	Write a problem statement. Gather data. Set a clear goal. Find the root cause. Design a small test.
	What is the problem and what do we think will fix it?

	DO
	Try the fix but start small.
	Run a short test with one team or one location. Collect data as you go. Write down what happens.
	Did our test go as planned? What actually happened?

	CHECK
	Look at what happened.
	Compare your results to the goal you set in the PLAN step. Ask, did it get better? By how much? Did anything get worse?
	Did the fix work or not?

	ACT
	Decide what to do next.
	If it worked, expand it and make it the new standard. If it partly worked, adjust and test again. If it did not work, go back to PLAN phase.
	Do we roll it out, adjust it, or try something different?





When to Use a PDCA Cycle?
· You know the real cause of the problem you are attempting to solve.
· You have a fix for the root cause that you would like to try.
 Best Practices for PDCA Cycles
1. Start small. Test your fix with a small group or one location first. A small test gives you real information without putting the whole team at risk.
1. Set a clear goal before you start. You need to know what "good" looks like before you can check how well your fix is working.
1. Collect real data during the DO step. Do not rely on memory or impressions. Track specific numbers such as, how many errors occurred, how long each step took, how many times the problem happened, etc.
1. Be honest in the CHECK step. If the fix did not work, that is valuable information, not a failure. The goal is to learn what doesn’t work as well as what does.
1. Do not skip the ACT step. This is where learning turns into action. Too many teams stop at Check and never decide what to do next.
1. Keep each cycle short. A PDCA cycle should take days or weeks, not months. Short cycles give you faster results.
1. Write it down. Document each step as you go. This helps your team and gives you a record for future work.
1. Repeat the cycle. One cycle rarely fixes a problem completely. Plan to run several cycles as each cycle tends to build upon the one before.
How to Run a PDCA Cycle Step-by-Step
Step 1: PLAN — Write your problem statement.
What is going wrong? Who is affected? How often? Use data if you have it. Example: "Walk-in clients wait an average of 47 minutes. Our goal is 20 minutes or fewer." A specific problem with a measurable goal gives you something to aim for and something to check later.
Step 2: PLAN — Find the root cause.
Before you design a fix, find out what is actually causing the problem. Use The 5 Whys Root Cause Analysis Tool Guide (found in the resources section of Phase 3) or another root cause tool to find the root cause of the problem. Write the root cause down before you move on. A fix that misses the root cause will not last.
Step 3: PLAN — Design a small test.
Pick one change that targets the root cause. Keep it simple. Decide where you will test it, how long the test will run, and what data you will collect during the test to know whether the change worked.
Step 4: DO — Run the test.
Try the change, but only at the small scale you planned. Gather the data you planned to collect. Write down what happens, including any surprises. Do not change the plan mid-test unless something is clearly causing harm.

Step 5: CHECK — Review what happened.
Compare your results to the goal from Step 1 and consider the following: Did it get better and by how much? Did anything get worse? Document the results even if they are not what you hoped they would be.
Step 6: CHECK — Write down what you learned.
Document what worked, what did not work, and what would you do differently? This is the most important part of the CHECK step. What you learn at this step will guide your next PDCA cycle.
Step 7: ACT — Decide what to do next.
Choose one of three paths: 
1. If the change fixed the problem completely, propose incorporating the change and making it apart of the new standard process. 
2. It partly worked. Adjust the change plan and test again.
3. It did not work. Go back to Step 3 - PLAN — Design a small test with new ideas.
Step 8: ACT — Assign next steps and owners.
Write down the specific actions needed, who is responsible, and a target date for actions to be taken. Share the results and next steps with your team and supervisor.
Step 9: Start the next cycle.
PDCA does not end, it cycles. Once you finish the ACT step, go back to PLAN with what you just learned. Run another PDCA cycle to keep improving the process as needed or move on to the next problem in the process that needs attention.

You Don’t Need to Start with a Blank Page 
The PDCA Cycle Template below gives you a ready-made structure with all the key sections you’ll need. You can use it as your foundation and simply fill in the details of your process. An example is also included to show what a completed version looks like and to provide guidance. 


PDCA Cycle Example and Guidance
The table below shows a completed example on the left and guidance for filling in your own on the right.  Use the example as a model and the guidance column to fill in your own details.
	Section
	Completed Example
	Template Guidance

	PLAN
Problem Statement
	Walk-in clients at our State Services office wait an average of 47 minutes before being seen. Our goal is 20 minutes or fewer.
	Describe the problem clearly. Include what is happening, who is affected, and a measurable goal you want to reach.

	PLAN
Root Cause
	Staff spend 10–15 minutes of each appointment re-entering information the client already filled out on paper — because the form is not loaded into the system before the appointment starts.
	Write what you believe is causing the problem. Use data or a tool like the 5 Whys to find this. Do not guess.

	PLAN
Proposed Fix
	Have front desk staff enter intake form data into the system while the client waits — so the information is ready when the appointment begins.
	Describe the change you want to test. Keep it simple and focused on the root cause.

	PLAN
Test Design
	Run the new approach at one front desk station for two weeks. Measure average wait time each day. Compare to the baseline of 47 minutes.
	Describe how you will test the fix. Include: where, how long, how many people, and what data you will collect.

	DO
What Happened
	The pilot ran for two weeks. Average wait time dropped from 47 to 29 minutes. One problem: when the lobby got busy, staff fell behind on data entry and the improvement was reduced.
	Describe what actually happened during the test. Note what went well and any problems or surprises.

	CHECK
Did It Work?
	Partly. Wait times dropped 18 minutes on average — a real improvement, but still short of the 20-minute goal. The fix works when the lobby is steady but breaks down when it gets busy.
	Compare what happened to your goal. Was the improvement enough? What worked? What did not?




	CHECK
What We Learned
	Pre-loading intake data does reduce wait time, but one person cannot handle both greeting clients and entering data during peak hours. A second workstation may be needed.
	List the key things you learned from the test. What will you do differently next time?

	ACT
Decision
	Adjust and test again. Keep the pre-loading approach but add a second staff member during peak hours (11am–1pm) to handle data entry. Test for two more weeks.
	Write your decision: expand the fix, adjust and test again, or start fresh. Explain why.

	ACT
Next Steps
	Add a second staff member during peak hours starting Monday. (Owner: Office Supervisor. Date: April 7.)
Run the adjusted pilot for two weeks. (Owner: PI Lead. Date: April 7–18.)
Review results April 21. (Owner: Division Manager.)
	List the specific actions, who owns each one, and the target date. Be specific. Follow up to ensure next steps are completed.

	Measure of
Success
	Average client wait time of 20 minutes or fewer, sustained over four consecutive weeks across all front desk stations.
	Write a specific, measurable result that will show the improvement is real and lasting.





PDCA Cycle Template

Use this blank template to document your PDCA cycle. Fill in the right column for each section and save it somewhere your team can find it.
	Section
	Your Response

	PLAN: Problem Statement
What is going wrong? Who is affected? Include a measurable goal.
	

	PLAN: Root Cause
What is causing the problem? How did you find this?
	

	PLAN: Proposed Fix
What change do you want to test? Keep it focused on the root cause.
	

	PLAN: Test Design
Where will you test it? How long? What data will you collect?
	

	DO: What Happened?
What actually happened? Note what went well and any problems.
	

	CHECK: Did It Work?
Compare results to your goal. Did the fix work? How much did it improve?
	

	CHECK: What we learned.
What worked? What did not? What will you do differently next time?
	

	ACT: Decision
Expand the fix, adjust and test again, or start over? Why?
	

	ACT: Next Steps
List the actions, who owns each one, and the target date.
	




	Measure of Success
What specific, measurable result will prove the improvement is real and lasting?
	

	Date Completed
	 

	Completed By
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