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Conversations for ActionConversations for Action

An An Introduction to the Concepts and Uses of Language ProcessingIntroduction to the Concepts and Uses of Language Processing
Based on the work of Prof Shoji Sheba,

JUSE 2002 Deming Prize Winner & CQI Companion

My Desired Outcomes for this Session:
1. To whet your appetite for the importance of 

language processing

2. You just can’t wait to try it yourself
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Conversations for ActionConversations for Action

Extract from the JUSE 2002
Deming Prize Citation

…for Prof. Sheba's dedication to the development of 
the globalization of TQM …

…for introducing semanticssemantics to problem solving 
processes and developing the process for soft datasoft data

Shoji Sheba
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Conversations for Action

Part 1: Getting to know Bessie the cow
• Language Processing as an aid to Improved Communication, Problem Solving, 

and Decision Making
– Why language processing?
– Numbers and language
– Language and the Problem Solving Process (The WV Model)
– Semantics: The fundamental Concepts applied to problem solving
– Introducing the Language Processing (LP) tool
– Examples of where has language processing been successfully applied

Part 2: Jump into the fishbowlPart 2: Jump into the fishbowl
• Using Language Processing
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Why Language Processing?

• In the world of QualityQuality and Business Improvement we rightly place 
heavy emphasis on collecting, analysing, and understanding datadata

• However, when we think of data - we typically think of numbersnumbers

• We get obsessed with numbers, so we have lots of tools, techniques 
and technologies to help us make sense of numbers

• Statistics
• SPC
• Spreadsheets
• Databases
• Dashboards
• Control (Process Behaviour) Charts
• etc.
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Why Language Processing?

• Yet there is another type of data that is perhaps more prevalent and 
pervasive than numbers

• I would suggest that languagelanguage data is used more than numbers data. 
E.g. 

– When decisions have to be made (e.g. business planning)
– When we try to better understand our customers (e.g. Sales)
– When we meet with our colleagues to solve a problem
– When we assess a supplier
– When we are assessed by our customers or our boss
– When we ask for Customer feedback

• So how come little emphasis has been placed on helping individuals, 
businesses and organisations to collect, analyse and understand 
language datalanguage data?
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Numbers and Language

• We might have a reasonable grasp of statistics –
• But how many of us understand the basics of semantics?

• We may know how to aggregate and disaggregate the numbers -
• But how many of us can go up and down the ladder of abstractionladder of abstraction?

• We may know the difference between attribute and variable data -
• But how many of us can easily distinguish between Language of Affection and 

Language of Report?

• We can draw bar charts and even Control Charts –
• But how many of us are equally proficient using Language Processing Diagrams?

• We have well defined processes for our important operations & services –
• But how many companies have a well defined Voice of the Customer process?
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The WV Problem Solving Model

Language 
(soft)
Data I

Language 
& Numbers

Data II

Numbers 
(hard)
Data III

Find a 
Solution

Standardize 
the solution

Focused 
Problem

Fuzzy sense 
of a problem or 

opportunity

Simplified version of 
Prof. Shiba’s WV Model

Non-scientific approach
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Semantics:
The fundamental Concepts applied to problem solving & decision making

Because applying the tools & techniques of semantics:Because applying the tools & techniques of semantics:

• Can help us communicate more effectively
– Exchange information & ideas and come to a common understanding

• Can impact our ability to manage by facts
– Many problems we encounter are described by language data
– Language data is often used as the basis for business decisions and problem 

solving

There is a delicate connection between words and facts

Why is Semantics relevant?Why is Semantics relevant?

Deming Prize Citation
…for introducing semanticssemantics to problem 
solving processes and developing the 
process for soft datasoft data
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A word about Semantics

“Management aint no good round ‘ere.”

For purposes of management by factsmanagement by facts:
• We are not interested in grammatical correctness
• We are interested in gaining a common, verifiable meaning 

Semantics is the study of how people use language to communicate
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To use language for
PROBLEM SOLVING & DECISION MAKINGPROBLEM SOLVING & DECISION MAKING

we need an understanding of 4 semantic concepts

Semantics

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)

Two valued
versus

multi-valued 
language

These concepts 
have been adapted 
from the book 
Language in 
Thought and 
Action
by S.I. Hayakawa & 
Alan R. Hayakawa

Ladder of
Abstraction
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LANGUAGE of AFFECTION
& LANGUAGE of REPORT

Language of Affection conveys emotional information and is 
based on opinion

Examples:Examples:
Affection: Mary is good at mathematics
Report: Mary got an A* in her GCSE maths exam

Affection: My manager was angry
Report: My manager slammed his fist on the desk

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Language of Report conveys logical, fact-based 
information that can be verified

Both types of language have their place
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Check your Understanding

Q1. What type of language would you expect the police to use when 
reporting the details of a crime?

Q2. What type of language would be used by the victim of a crime when 
giving evidence in the witness box?

Q3. What type of language might you use when calling a customer hot line 
to complain for the third time about the non arrival of a service 
engineer?

Q4. What type of language would you expect to be used at a meeting to 
decide Business Strategy?

Q5. What type of language would you expect to be used at a motivational 
team meeting?

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Any examples you would like to share?
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REMOVING INFERENCE

Inference is a conclusion based on an observation of 
a fact

Examples:Examples:

Fact: He drives a Rolls-Royce.
Inference: He is wealthy.

Fact: I hear a ringing squeal when applying the brakes.
Inference: The brake pads are worn.

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)
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REMOVING JUDGMENT

Judgment is an expression of approval or disapproval of an object, 
person or event

Examples:Examples:

Judgment: This is a popular product.

Fact: This product has achieved 25% market share in
the first year.

Judgment: He is a genius.

Fact: He has an IQ of 150.

Typical judgmental words: good, bad, acceptable, poor, too little, too much

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)
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TWO VALUED VS MULTI-VALUE

Two-Valued:
The room is hot.
The room is cold.

hot cold

on

off

two-valued
switch

on

off

multi-valued
dimmer switch

60 65 70 75 80 85

F°

90 95 100

Two valued
versus

multi-valued

Two valued
versus

multi-valued

Multi-Valued:
The room temperature is 
75oF

Beware of
two-valued 
thinking

Two-Valued Example: Managers don’t practice Meetings Management techniques
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LADDER of ABSTRACTION

Used to convert Language of Affection into Language of Report

Farm Assets

LivestockBuildings Vehicles

LudmillaJane Bessie

CowsChickens Sheep Goats

• When looking for facts: ““Go downGo down””
• When looking for concepts: ““Go upGo up””
• 1 rung at a time

Ladder of
Abstraction
Ladder of

Abstraction

High level of High level of 
abstractionabstraction

Low level of Low level of 
abstractionabstraction

““Go downGo down””

““Go upGo up””

High level of abstraction
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EXAMPLES
Ladder of

Abstraction
Ladder of

Abstraction

My workload priority is 
too hard to handle

On three occasions last week, my 
manager asked me to attend 2 hour 
meetings with less than 15 minutes notice

My manager often holds un-
scheduled meetingsThe laser printer was out of 

action for 3 days last week 
when I was preparing the 

departmental monthly report

The equipment in 
this office doesn’t 
support our work

“This department 
is so inefficient”

Managers don’t believe in 
Meetings Management

Managers don’t practice Meetings 
Management techniques

dig for detail 
(4Ws + 1H)

The computer 
equipment doesn’t work

Printers are unreliable

Symbolic case

Symbolic case
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Recap – 4 Semantic Concepts

Understanding semantics is an important skill.
It is fundamental to effective problem solving and decision making.

Semantics

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)

Two valued
versus

multi-valued

Ladder of
Abstraction

SemanticsSemantics

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)

Two valued
versus

multi-valued

Two valued
versus

multi-valued

Ladder of
Abstraction
Ladder of

Abstraction

Facts are always a past 
experience that can be 
verified.

If you want to improve, start 
from everyday language and 
bring it down to facts using 
the semantic concepts
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A Typical Meeting?

“The VX2000 is a fine product.”

“Yes, it’s selling very well.”

“Jim is the best salesperson we have.”

“There’s certainly no need to increase our Sales & Marketing spend.”

“Right, the Marketing budget was too high anyway.”

“So we can spend the remaining budget on improving the product.”

“Yes. That will significantly increase market share.”

“Good. We’re all agreed then.”

Whole meetings can go on this way with opinion after opinion 
stated as facts and used to make important business decisions

Q1. What type of language is used in this meeting?

Q2. Can you detect any specific examples of inference, judgement 
(opinion) and two valued language?

Semantics

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)

Two valued
versus

multi-valued

Ladder of
Abstraction

SemanticsSemantics

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Language of 
Affection

&
Language of

Report

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)

Removing
inference

and judgement
(opinion)

Two valued
versus

multi-valued

Two valued
versus

multi-valued

Ladder of
Abstraction
Ladder of

Abstraction
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Introducing the
Language Processing (LP) Method

A tool for organising qualitative (language) data
to gain an accurate, agreed understanding of a 

situation and to create new insight
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The Language Processing (LP) Method

• Origin of the LP method exists in Jiro Kawakita’s work in the 1950s
– Kawakita developed a method of gathering and analysing language data as a 

basis for problem solving

– The method gained considerable recognition in the Japanese business 
community as the KJ Method

• Later, JUSE developed a simplified version of the KJ Method which they 
called an Affinity Diagram

• In 1990, Shoji Sheba began teaching a more step-by-step version of the 
KJ Method which he later called the LP Method

• The LP Method is more powerful than an Affinity Diagram. It can help a 
team / group:

– Gain an accurate, agreed, understanding of a situation
– Create new insights

‘We use the Affinity diagram when the precision and richness of the LP method is not needed.’
Shiba & Walden, Four Practical Revolutions in Management
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Theme

Main Steps of the LP Method
Step 1: Agree on a Topic (Theme)

Typically a “What” or a “Why” question

Theme

Step 2: Individuals write labels (Language of Report) 
answering the question in the Theme.
The team scrub each label for understanding

Step 3: The team group similar labels (by image – not words)

Step 4: ‘Headers’ are generated for groupings at levels of 
abstraction (1st level: Red. 2nd level: Blue. 3rd level: Black)

Step 5: Layout groups and show relationships

Step 6: Vote on the most important issues and draw conclusions

Theme

Theme

Theme

Theme
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What were the reasons for Ford’s loss of / move away 
from Deming’s Transformation model in the 1990’s?

Dominating 
financial 

influences

Capital structure 
in the UK & US 

drove cost cutting 
as a strategy 

Knee jerk 
reaction to 

Toyota, Nissan, 
Honda 

Lack of 
commitment 

from Ford 
Board

Lost the ability to 
learn (quickly)

Forgot continual 
improvement

Deming philosophy 
imposed - not 

accepted

Confusion – SPC / 
Six Sigma

Petersen did not 
develop a ‘Post 
Transformation’

model that would 
sustain the culture

Succession 
planning resulted 
in no continuity in 

management 
thinking

New broom 
sweeps clean

Culture of change 
follows change of 

CEO

New CEO lacked 
conviction of 

Deming philosophy

New senior 
management 

brought in 
different culture

Leaders 
engaged 

through fear 
rather than 

respect

Lack of / 
reduced 

partnering with 
suppliers

Command & Control 
rather than participation

Short term 
thinking 

driven by how 
business 

leaders were 
rewarded

Focus on 
short term 
financial 

goals

Management incentives –
Short term versus Long term

Customer last

Focus on cost 
reduction

Buying on price

“Cut costs” – non 
systematic 
behaviour

Lack of 
continued 

consistency –
Deming was 

“fashion”

Strategy & Vision 
disappeared

People (steeped 
in Deming 

culture) did not 
want to work for 

a dinosaur

# 1 # 2# 3

Financial losses drove Ford Board to appoint a new senior management 
team that brought in a hard-line quick fix culture in an attempt to bring about 
short term financial improvement

Diagram developed by Terry Rose using labels 
provided by attendees at CQI Deming Special 
Interest Group meeting, 7th Dec 2006 as part of 
a session on the Ford transformation journey

Date: 1 March 2007

Management 
incentivised to 

seek quick fixes

‘Measures’ not 
profound 

knowledge
Massive and 

frequent changes 
in leadership styles

Deming / SPC 
training stopped

Lack of interest in 
suppliers – only 
contact when 

problems arose
Supplier 

assistance 
dwindledOutsourcing policy 

introduced – Ford 
‘family’ felt 

personal loss

Top down control

Senior 
management loss 
of respect for staff

Blame culture –
scare tactics and 
management by 

fear
Management didn’t 

listen to staff

New ideas 
(improvements) 
enforced blindly
Introduction of 
performance 

related appraisals

CQI DemSIG 13 Sept. 2007
© Quality Advantage Ltd. 2007.  Contact Terry Rose +44 (0)1753 857883 

and terry.rose@qualityadvantage.co.uk 24

In what situations has Language Processing been successfully applied?

In the Private, Public & Voluntary Sectors:
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Was the Desired Outcome for this Session achieved?

1. To whet your appetite for the importance of 
language processing

2. You just can’t wait to try it yourself
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Part 2.  Jump into the fishbowlPart 2.  Jump into the fishbowl

Your chance to use Language Processing

The Intuitive Approach
Swim in the fishbowl without 
logic or preconceived 
hypothesis

Reflect on the Experience
Try to understand.
Use the LP Method
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The LP Method
Step 1: Agree on a Topic (Theme)
Why is the DemSIG Transformation project important?Why is the DemSIG Transformation project important?

Step 2: Individuals write data labels (Language of Report). 
The team scrubscrub each label for understanding. No 
critiquing or analysis of label content

Step 3: The team groupgroup similar labels (by image – not words)

Step 4: Generate ‘headers’ for groupings at levels of abstraction 
(1st level: Red.  2nd level: Blue.  3rd level: Black)

Step 5: Layout groups and show relationships

Step 6: Vote on the most important issues and draw conclusions
Theme

Theme

Theme

Theme

Theme

Theme
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Label Writing Guidelines

• Use a BLACK pen or pencil

• Labels should answer the question in the 
Theme

• One thought and one sentence per label

• The aim is to develop labels that are at a 
LOW LEVEL OF ABSTRACTION

• impart the same meaning to anyone that 
reads them

• Write your initials at the bottom right hand 
corner 

5” x 3” Yellow Post-it® Note
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Back-up Slides
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Putting Language Processing Into Context
The 3 Paradigms of ManagementThe 3 Paradigms of Management

Discovery ProcessesPDCA
7-Step problem Solving 

VOC, VOP

SDCA
Standardisation

Voice of the Process

Processes

Intuitive observation, 
Language 

Processing

Kaizen methods, 
Language

Processing

Process Mapping,
Statistical analysis

Skills & 
Capabilities

Image and 
Language

Numbers and 
Language

NumbersData type

Top managersEveryone in the 
organisation

Manager / supervisor 
/ team leader

Responsibility

New market valueCustomer satisfactionControl processBusiness logic

BREAKTHROUGHINCREMENTALCONTROL

Based on a table used 
by  Prof. Shiba
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The Scientific Method

Step 7 Reflect on the Process

Step 6 Standardize the Solution
Act

Step 5 Confirm the ResultsCheck

Step 4 Plan & Implement a Solution 
(Test a Solution)Do

Step 3 Identify & Verify the
Root Cause

Step 2 Collect & Analyze Data

Step 1 Select a Theme (Gap)

Plan

Define & size the problem 
(the symptoms)

Look wide then deep to find 
the underlying problem

Find the root cause of the 
underlying problem
(the diagnosis)

Pilot a solution that targets 
the root cause

Did the pilot solution work? 
(significantly reduce the underlying 

problem & the symptoms)

If Yes – fully implement the 
solution (the cure)

Lessons Learned
(strengths & weaknesses) 

The LogicThe Logic

The Thinking Process

The 7 Step
Structured Problem Solving Process


