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Perhaps the most well known control technique is known as the Feedback Loop. It has been used to control mechanical systems, such as steam engines, and it is also used extensively to control electronic systems. 

The common denominator is the use of the word “System”. 

As a Process can be regarded as a “System”, this technique can be used when describing a Process or when assessing a Process for completeness. 

This technique can also be used to document the components of a Process.

The mechanism is most commonly described by the diagram :
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Figure 1 Feedback Loop

The above diagram is deceptively simple, and can be looked at in many layers. In its simplest form, this model assumes the following :

Activity

There is an Action or Operation which can be identified and given a boundary or scope.

Inputs

That activity will have inputs which can be observed. Such as staff, money, equipment and raw material.

Outputs

That activity will have outputs that can be observed. Such as components made from the raw material, more skilled staff, equipment which is free to use again. But also means scrap from errors made in the operation or waste lost from the operation’s normal working.

Measurement

That outputs can be measured. Some activities involve very radical measurement techniques, such as steel fresh from the manufacturing process may be too hot to measure by weight, but can be estimated by thickness, width, length & steel type. Some measurement techniques may be destructive, such as the infamous problem of Nuclear Missiles, where the only way to prove they are OK is to fire them.

Plan

There is a plan for the target level of outputs that the activity will process. This could include a minimum and a maximum threshold for the short, medium and long term. Remember, this diagram assumes all outputs can have a plan, this therefore also includes Scrap and Waste. 

Care should be taken to make sure that all outputs are assessed, as a general “plan” to increase throughput be 20% will normally result in an increase in the rates of Scrap and Waste. In other words, “there is no such thing as a free lunch”.

Review

There is a person or operation which can assess the significance of variations against the plan and formulate the details of the changes necessary to bring the system back into line with plan. This is the hard part.

Be aware, it is not uncommon for this part of the mechanism to be covered by multiple people, Internal Audit, External Audit, Quality Control as well as Team Leaders.

Amend Inputs

The flow of inputs can be amended. Also, they can be amended within a time frame appropriate to comply with the plan. For example, if it takes eight weeks to recruit and train new staff, you cannot amend this input to solve a problem which is occurring today. 
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