Affinity Diagram
Definition/Purpose:  A group decision-making technique used to generate, organize, and summarize a large amount of data (ideas, issues, solutions, problems) into logical categories in order to understand the essence of a problem and/or solutions.  Helpful tool in Define, Analyze, and Improve Phases to help focus on one problem, topic, or solution at time.

Instructions: 

1. Phrase the issue under discussion in a full sentence.

2. Generate ideas - use the Brainstorming tool to generate at least 20 ideas or issues, using whole concepts (noun and verb).  Avoid single words (4 -7 words work well). 

3. Display ideas - use Post-it® notes or index cards to mount to wall/table in a random manner.

4. Sort ideas into related groups (10-15 minutes).  The team members silently sort the cards into groupings using the following process:

a. Start by looking for two ideas that seem related in some way. Place them together in a column off to one side.

b. Look for ideas that are related to those you've already set aside and add them to that group. 

c. Look for other ideas that are related to each other and establish new groups.  This process is repeated until the team has placed all of the ideas in groups.  Ideally, all of the ideas can be sorted into related groups.

d. If you don't like where someone put a card, move it into a different group. If an idea is moved back and forth continuously, create a duplicate and place in each group. 

e. It is ok to have notes that stand-alone.  These "loners" can be important as others that fit into groupings naturally.

5. Create header cards for the groups.  A header is an idea that captures the essential link among the ideas contained in a group of cards. 

a. The header should consist of a word or phrase that concisely describes what each group represents, even to people who are not on the team.  One way to think about this is to write a newspaper-style headline for each group.  The header cards shouldn't be single-word titles, and should be able to stand-alone and be meaningful without the contents of their groups. 

b. The team can develop headers for the groups by finding already existing cards within the groups that serve well as headers and placing them at the top of the group of related cards, or discussing and agreeing on the wording of cards created specifically to be headers.  Occasionally you may have several groups that may fall under a super header.

c. Divide large groups into subgroups as needed and create appropriate sub headers if needed.

d. Spend extra time to do solid header cards to capture essences of each grouping.

e. Clarify and finalize headers through consensus.

6. Draw the finished Affinity Diagram. (typically 5-10 groupings)

a. Write the problem statement or discussion topic at the top of the diagram.

b. Place header cards above the groups of ideas.

c. Connect related groups with lines, similar to an organizational chart.

d. Final diagram shows relationship between the issue and the category.  Then categories are ranked, and duplicate issues are combined to make a simpler overview.
Features of the Affinity process that is important to its success:

· Works well with team of 4 -6 people.  There should be a good mix of experiences and perspectives, and they should approach the diagramming session with a creative, open mind. 

· Start with clear statement of the problem or goal to be explored, or have the team compose a statement about what they're trying to accomplish, or what the end result will be.  This statement should be broad and neutral, yet clearly understood and agreed-upon by all members of the team. 

· Provide a time limit for the session-usually 45-60 minutes is sufficient. 

· Affinitize silently.  The most effective way to work is to have everyone move the displayed ideas at will, without talking.  This is a new experience for many people. It has two positive results:  It encourages unconventional thinking and discourages semantic battles, while it also helps prevent one person from steering the Affinity.

· Go for gut reactions.  Encourage team members not to agonize over sorting but to react quickly to what they see. 

· Speed rather than deliberation is the order of the day, so keep the process moving.  It isn't important to define why they belong together.  Copy an idea into in more than one affinity set if appropriate.  Look for small sets.  Should they belong in a larger group?  Do large sets need to be broken down more precisely?

· It is ok to disagree with people having a different viewpoint.
· Templates can be created using various software programs. 

Example of a Partial Affinity Diagram:
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