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The State of Lean

The roots of lean stretch back to the early days of the auto industry
when Henry Ford built Model Ts at the Piquette Avenue plant in Detroit.

Photo courtesy of Ford Motor Co.

Lean in a Changed World
In the wake of the recession, it takes more
than lean tools to get ahead of the pack

Dave Hogg, PE
Director Consortium Development
High Performance Manufacturing Consortium
Kitchener, ON, Canada

T

he world economy began to change in late 2007,
eventually taking manufacturing with it. Neither
has settled down yet. Nor are they likely to any time
soon. Even though lean continues to be underutilized in North America, there is little doubt that it is
respected as the best production system on earth.

It continues to be seen as a focusing and waste-eliminating integrator of people, processes, and technology whose combined
purpose is to deliver constantly improving results that enable
customers to succeed now and in the future. Simply expressed,
it’s a culture philosophy that embraces respect for people, continuous improvement, sustainability, and customer success.
Lean’s principles are based on common sense. Many of
those same principles were used by Henry Ford in the early
1900s to manufacture automobiles the common man could
afford. And when Toyota was moving toward bankruptcy circa
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The State of Lean
1950, it was felt the company had no choice but to employ lean

to explode this percentage and reach the hundreds of thou-

thinking if it was to survive.

sands of North American organizations that are now only
using the tools and ignoring the huge gains that system-wide

Breakthroughs take time and are
usually accompanied by a tough “breakwith,” a rejection of the past thinking that
holds deployment of new thinking back.
In the pre-recession world, lean created a relatively small

leverage can bring. The current uncertain turmoil may be
preparing us for the launch of a universal lean breakthrough.
The recession and subsequent reset—and our vision of
what may be yet to come—has changed our world. It is forcing industry out of its comfort-with-lean-tools mode into the
painful job of thinking differently, tackling culture change,
and seizing the deeper levels of lean through systems think-

number of highly profitable winners while providing smaller

ing to unlock the possible leverage only a few companies are

but very measurable benefits to far more companies through

now enjoying.

the use of lean tools. These tools work, they are relatively

There will be a new place for lean, and it will be far bigger and

simple, they generate fast savings and cash flow, and anyone

far more demanding than before—if we can only get the thinking

with the will could use them to eliminate waste while bring-

right. Now is the time for a fresh look at this globally proven pro-

ing some order to the chaos in which they lived. However,

duction system that few have taken the time to truly investigate.

after 20 years, less than 10% of the companies that have

Reassessing a changed world raises such basic questions as:

initiated lean are exploiting it fully. A breakthrough is needed

s What do our customers really need to succeed?
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s (OW WELL DO WE KNOW AND UNDERSTAND OUR CUSTOMERS—
REALLY

TRADITIONAL MANUFACTURING AND LEAN PRESENTS MANY BREAK WITHS
THAT NEED TO BE ACHIEVED TO CLEAR THE PATH FOR LEAN TO REALLY

s 7HAT IS THE RIGHT LASER LIKE VISION WE CAN COMMIT TO IN THIS

WORK )T IS NOT EASY TO GIVE UP OLD PROBLEMS AND OLD THINKING

TIME OF UNCERTAINTY AND TURMOIL THAT WILL DELIVER

,EAN IS STILL NOT TO BE FOUND IN THE CURRICULUM

US TO OUR FUTURE DESIRED STATE

OF MANY UNIVERSITIES AND TECHNICAL SCHOOLS—

s (OW WILL WE GIVE EVERY PERSON IN OUR ORGANIZA

AND WHERE IT DOES EXIST INDUSTRY HAS BEEN THE

TION A SENSE OF OWNERSHIP AND A CRYSTAL CLEAR

DRIVING FORCE !S THE POST RECESSION LANDSCAPE

UNDERSTANDING OF THEIR ROLE IN MAKING THE COM

TAKES SHAPE INDUSTRY MUST RENEW SUPPORT OF THE

PANY SUCCESSFUL IN REACHING OUR VISION

EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM TO HELP ITS LEADERS ACCELERATE

!LL GOOD QUESTIONSAND ALL DEMAND ANSWERS

THE MANY NEEDED BREAK WITHS TO MOVE THINKING

WHICH WILL LEAD TO THE RIGHT DECISIONS THAT RESULT IN

FORWARD TO KEEP PACE WITH NEW THINKING

GETTING THE RIGHT PEOPLE WITH THE RIGHT THINKING ON

!LTHOUGH THE IMPETUS TOWARD LEAN IS INTENSIFY
A groundbreaking

ING ALBEIT NOT FAST ENOUGH IT MUST BE REMEMBERED

study of the auto

THAT CONCEPT ONLY BECAME WELL DElNED  YEARS

SHIPS WE SURROUND OURSELVES WITH )T WILL CERTAINLY NOT

industry at MIT gave

AGO FOLLOWING THE RELEASE OF THE lNDINGS FROM THE

RELY ON SPINNING SOMEONE ELSES DEBT 4HIS BRINGS US

birth to the term

LARGEST INVESTIGATION OF ANY BUSINESS SECTOR EVER

TO WEALTH CREATION 7E KNOW THAT THERE ARE ONLY THREE

‘lean.’

UNDERTAKEN 4HE INVESTIGATION OF THE AUTO INDUS

OUR BUS AND IN THE RIGHT SEATS
/UR FUTURE RELIES ON OURSELVES AND THE RELATION

WAYS TO GENERATE WEALTH—MAKE IT GROW IT OR EXTRACT
IT !ND TO BE SUCCESSFUL IN EACH OF THESE WAYS AN ENTERPRISE

TRY—CONDUCTED BY AN -)4 RESEARCH TEAM LED BY
*AMES 7OMACK WITH $AN *ONES $AN 2OOS AND OTHERS—PRO

MUST HARNESS THE THREE ELEMENTS MENTIONED ABOVE PEOPLE
PROCESSES AND TECHNOLOGY
4ODAYS WINNING ORGANIZATIONS SEE LEAN AS A PEOPLE SYSTEM
CHARACTERIZED BY A NO NONSENSE RESPECT FOR PEOPLE CONTINU
OUS IMPROVEMENT SUSTAINABILITY AND LEARNING )NVESTMENT IN
BECOMING A LEARNING ORGANIZATION IS GETTING GOOD TRACTION DURING
THIS UNCERTAIN TIME BECAUSE ORGANIZATIONS THAT HAVE LEARNED
HOW TO LEARN WILL BE ABLE TO RECONlGURE THEMSELVES FAST ENOUGH
TO SURVIVE
.ICKI 3CHMIDT LEAN LEADER AT (OTEL $IEU 'RACE (OSPITAL
7INDSOR /. #ANADA KEEPS LEARNING VERY SIMPLE AND IN HER
CONVERSATIONS EVERY DAY 3HE TIES LEAN AND LEARNING TOGETHER
BY EMPHASIZING THAT ,EAN=,EAR N )T IS A RELATIONSHIP LONG
PREACHED BY *OHN 3HOOK CHAIRMAN AND #%/ OF THE ,EAN
%NTERPRISE )NSTITUTE ,%) #AMBRIDGE -! 4OYOTA VETERAN AND
THE AUTHOR OF THE LEAN BEST SELLER Managing to Learn AND MANY
MORE NOTED WORKS
Breakthroughs Need ‘Break-withs’ to Work—7E MUST NOT FALL
INTO THE TRAP OF THINKING WE ARE ON THE RIGHT ROAD JUST BECAUSE IT
IS A WELL BEATEN PATH &OR EXAMPLE MANY COMPANIES ARE CON
TENT JUST TO USE LEAN TOOLS BUT LEADING COMPANIES ARE MOVING
AHEAD IN VISIONING HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND POLICY DEPLOY
MENT (OSHIN 0LANNING  +EEP IN MIND THAT BREAKTHROUGHS TAKE
TIME AND ARE USUALLY ACCOMPANIED BY A TOUGH hBREAK WITH v
A REJECTION OF THE PAST THINKING THAT HOLDS DEPLOYMENT OF NEW
THINKING BACK 4O START WITH REVIEWING THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN
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The State of Lean
duced a work that has changed the world. The results were

production systems at Eaton, Steelcase, Rockwell Automa-

compiled in 1990 when the book The Machine that Changed

tion, and many more reveals production systems—big and

the World was published. In it, the notion of competitors able

small—that are rich in the lean approaches that work best

to do more with less was introduced and the term “lean” was

for them. More importantly, lean is integrated with all the

born. The book was a designated must-read from the begin-

other system elements and processes that have made these

ning and it remains so today. Early adopters like Danaher,

companies the leaders they are. In other words, they focus

HON, and Jake Brake feasted on the logic that enabled

on running their business as they build their company’s

them to become multibillion-dollar entities, but it was not

core wisdom with the best processes and practices. Lean is

until 1996 that lean really took off when the best-seller Lean

quietly there.

Thinking, authored by Womack and Jones, appeared in

This was easy to see this year at Rockwell Automation’s

print. Lean then became accessible to everyone.

employee Share Showcase in Cambridge, ON, Canada, an

Lurking Lean: Mentioned Less—Used More. Lean’s ap-

annual event that allows employees to exhibit their innovations

plicability to any system anywhere has enabled it to explode

and process improvements. It was fun, tremendously excit-

into every sector. But in 2011 lean may not be referred to as

ing, and packed with employee pride. In speaking with the

often—but do not be misled. Today its principles and prac-

teams and individuals, it was clear the pride was coming from

tices are more likely to be found embedded in a company’s

the improvement contributions they made to the Rockwell

vision, operations strategy, and each day’s driving stan-

Production System and the recognition they were getting for

dards. This is exactly where it should be. A quick look at the

it. Their ownership grew as they proved their achievements to
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a top management who were in the moment—and who were

havior that is repeated until it becomes a reflexive response or

just as excited from start to finish.

habit. Kata describes any integrated repetition of sequenced

To paraphrase Tom Peters, improvement guru and

steps until their execution become automatic. The term

co-author of In Search of Excellence, “To attract and retain

applies to any endeavor, from martial arts to manufacturing

awesome talent, organizations need to offer an awesome

assembly to hospital procedures.

workplace where people get paid their dues as they do great

“What we think influences what we do, and
what we do makes us who we become.”

things while they add equity to themselves and their organization.” People find more inspiration and are more willing to
contribute to their organization’s well-being and growth when
they understand the value it can bring.
Accept it: Lean Brings Culture Change. There is a truism

Another truism is that when change meets culture, culture

that holds, “What we think influences what we do, and what

wins every single time. Companies unsure of how to initi-

we do makes us who we become.” Lean most assuredly leads

ate culture change usually abandon lean in approximately

to culture change. It has been an unwillingness to deal with

18 months. This is a tragic shame, for they may have been

the culture-change issue that has caused so many attempts at

very close to success. Those experienced in successful lean

lean to fail. One of the hottest lean books these days, Toyota

transformations indicate it requires two to four years to get a

Kata, by LEI’s Mike Roether, explains the simple concept of

culture change in place that sticks. That’s because culture

culture building by establishing a routine that requires a be-

change demands a long-term investment that requires vision,
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education, leadership, coaching, and a genuine respect for
people every step of the way. Experienced lean practitioners
know that to be successful demands management consistency, leader standard work, and unswerving commitment from
the top down.
Over the last three years, informal surveys of top leaders
attending international lean conferences indicated that the
inability to get change through organizations fast enough is a
major problem for their organizations. That illustrates how an
that tie people to their past. And the first “break-with” that
may need to be dealt with is the belief that anything dealing
with culture should be avoided. Dan Jones, however, points

AGV called ADAM is an example of what can result when
innovation, technology, and lean processes are combined.

out how even the most entrenched cultures are capable of
change: “The most surprising and rewarding thing in 2009

tinuous process of developing an organization’s capability—

was seeing how lean is transforming the patient journeys

both organizationally and individually—with full corporate

through what is thought to be the oldest hospital in Europe,

dedication to customer success. A simpler definition defines

founded on the 23rd of June in 1288.” The hospital is the

lean as “A people-based, continually improving, sustain-

Santa Maria Nuova e Bonifazio Hospital
in Florence, Italy, and it still has the
slab that Da Vinci used for his dissections. Jones adds, “Now, they are one
of the most impressive pioneers of lean
healthcare.” Talk about a break-with
achievement.
Many Break-withs Required Here! Today’s successful lean leaders know lean
no longer contains notions of: mean,
cost-cutting, downsizing, outsourcing,
robbed initiative, or off-shoring. They
believe it is about respect for people,
trust, productivity, competitiveness,
on-/re-shoring, ownership, engagement, cash flow, survival, sustainability,
people, and learning. A very simple,
yet effective, measurement of a team’s

Measure-X — World’s Most Popular
Vision Measurement Software

cultural health is to observe if everyone
in the organization is making improvements in their work as they solve problems every day now and in the future.
Some state categorically: “If people are

AM

not engaged and fully involved every
single day, then what you are doing is
not lean.”
Lean can be described as the con-
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existing non-lean culture requires help to break with things

The State of Lean
able system that’s dedicated to the elimination of all waste

respond, remind your management team that “If the learner

everywhere—while adding value for internal and external

has not learned it is because the teacher has not taught.”

customers.” To test how your company understands lean, ask
10 employees at random for their definition. If they cannot

From Systems Thinking to Bikes and Frogs. A shop floor
quote caught my eye that certainly underlined Systems
Thinking. It was from W. Edwards
Deming, the father of quality systems,
which read: “If you can’t describe
what you are doing as a process, you
don’t know what you’re doing.” It’s a
good foundation for systems thinking
and the standards needed to drive real
continuous improvement.
“It is easy to be flippant about
words like ‘systems thinking,’” observed Gary Stewart as he keynoted an
international lean conference in 2008.
The recently retired leader of Australia’s Toyota Aisin plant is known for
his simple and clear communications
designed to get everyone on the same
page. While “system” denotes a group
of interrelated and interdependent
elements that form a collective method
or process, lean reminds us that
changing one component can affect all
others. Stewart brings the concept of
systems thinking alive by differentiating between Bike Thinkers and Frog
Thinkers—groups that are found in
every company.

It was not until 1996 that
lean really took off when
the best-seller Lean
Thinking appeared in
print. Lean then became
accessible to everyone.
He defines Bike Thinkers as those
who use tools and think about interchangeable parts. They know instinctively that should a part on their bike
fail, replacing it will put them quickly
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back in the race. However, Stewart cautions that “an organiza-

and rectify a system abnormality is required—and it must

tion cannot be world class today if the organization is driven

be done right the first time. The skilled application of lean

by Bike Thinkers.” Steven Spear, the author of The DNA of

tools will keep a company in the middle of the herd.

the Toyota Production System, helps put the issue in perspec-

However, world-class companies understand that the

tive by pointing out that someone may
be a whiz at fixing their 1966 Mustang,
but where on earth do they start to fix a
2011 Mustang? The difference between
the two Mustangs lies with the newer
car’s multiple technologies and how
they are integrated into a very complex
system. The 2011 Mustang depends
on integrated subsystems that result in
a superior car with better gas mileage
and performance. But it does it at the
cost of leaving few people outside a
Ford dealer’s service department able to
repair it.
“Today, you need to be a Frog
Thinker” states Stewart. “You just cannot take a frog apart and put it back
together again as you did your bike ...
that is, if you ever expect it to hop and
catch flies again.” In other words, he
says, “No matter what part of the frog
you impact, there will be an impact on
all other parts—and such is the same
for the organism we call our company.”
Why this is relevant is because of
the shift toward systems thinking in
our new world. We have recently seen
huge layoffs of folks who are experts
in dealing with interchangeable parts
while at the same time, thousands of
jobs are going unfilled for Frog Thinkers.
Companies who hire people to do only
one job and then inhibit upstream and
downstream interaction are constructing
a Bike Thinking culture for the future. Is
that really what will help the company to
compete and win?
Of Base Camps and Peaks. To
compete in the high-velocity, systemsbased world of 2011 and beyond, the
need to quickly assess, problem-solve,

See us at imX Booth #2062
and at SOUTH-TEC Booth #943
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use of lean tools gets you only to, in mountaineering

base camp and proceed to the summit by orienting them-

terms, base camp and not to the summit of global com-

selves to their True North, developing people, and looking

petitiveness. Today, those conquering the Competitiveness

at their organization organically with a laser-like vision

Mountains are the ones who have parked their bikes at the

aimed squarely at their business objectives. Every action,
every step is taken in line with that
objective. As a result, the organization
becomes a little stronger every day.
Under today’s changed circumstances, the practice of lean should not
focus on its tools, but on systems thinking and on achieving results through
people. There is wisdom in this because
lean’s people and processes/system ele-

Discover the advantages deep hole drilling can bring to your application,
and learn the benefits of drilling methods and machines

ments drive the exploitation of technology. Technology and lean have always
been partners.

Companies unsure of how
to initiate culture change
usually abandon lean in
approximately 18 months.
Golden Opportunities for Suppliers
Ahead. How do suppliers view lean going
forward? Most see it as key to their success—if they have manufacturing facili-

Apply deep hole drilling to your application and
improve your production process

ties of their own and if they are prepared
to focus on innovating ways to make their
customers more successful. It is a wise
customer who listens to the observations
of the best suppliers who actively work
to help them succeed. Lean-thinking
suppliers will never lack for opportunities
because of the continuing underutilization of lean. Many customers are faced
with making a larger operation competitive. For an enterprising supplier who
understands lean, there will be many
opportunities to help that customer be
more successful.
RMT Robotics is a small company

VISIT UNISIG AT

BOOTH 2104

in Grimsby, ON, that saw an opportunity for its customer to avoid the waste
of excessive WIP. The customer had
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acquired a large number of assembly stations but had not determined how to
move materials to each station in the right quantities, which caused unneeded
WIP inventories to accumulate.
Ken Meyers, RMT’s director of sales and marketing, spotted an opportunity to
automate the links between the automation and to do it so only the right material quantities flowed at just the right rate to each island to ensure customer takt
time was met without money-draining WIP accumulating. Meyers’ break-with
was his old belief that “the customer’s business is not my business.” In today’s
market, anything he can do to make his customer successful not only bring sales
to RMT, it also helps the customer see RMT as a value-adding supplier, the type
customers never want to lose. RMT took the opportunity seriously and designed
an easy-to-program smart/intelligent AGV called ADAM (Autonomous Delivery
and Manipulation) that could navigate around fixed and moving objects and do it

Try ULTRACUT
FREE for 30 days!
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Test the performance enhancing
capabilities and cost savings
of Ultracut7 water-soluble
machining oil FREE for 30 days
on your choice of cutting and
grinding equipment. Then tell
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safely free of guide wires, reflectors, or transponders. By making the AGV flexible
enough to match each island’s needs, the customer saw throughput velocities
increase and unneeded inventory quantities drop—both good things from a lean
and bottom-line perspective.
Meyers reports that more than 100 of these robots could safely patrol the floors
of a single plant delivering the right parts to the right locations in the right quantities and do it without running into people, objects, or other robots. He confirms
that lean now dominates at least 60% of his sales discussions, “and that percentage is increasing. That’s a huge change from only a few years ago.” As the use
of lean intensifies in all areas of manufacturing, warehousing, engineering, and
supply chains, the overall on-site distance from design-to-ship-to-customer will
continue to shrink. And while we are a long way from the dream of Computer Integrated Manufacturing, movement in that direction continues thanks to common
sense and lean thinking.
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Lean’s Place in a New World. Lean is maturing and now has a place in
every sector of human activity. Applying the right lean tools such as lean walks,
value-stream mapping, and plan-do-check-act are great starting points. Those
who have employed lean successfully, however, know tools can only do so
much. Lean’s real power is harder to harness as it is rooted in the discipline of
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vision-driven customer-focused thinking that marshals all human and physical
resources needed to achieve business objectives, while continually increasing
results through the people who will be the source of much of the innovation yet

Easy FREE Trial Offer!

Scan Quick Response Code

to come. This will take time to digest and prepare for.
Going forward in these unstable times means establishing the right vision of
our future states and leveraging lean by committing to understand the elements
of it you don’t see. Current applications include the deployment of self-help
consortia springing up throughout North America, all of which use lean as their
operational language as they work together to accelerate their journey to compete and win in the global marketplace. ME
SME member Dave Hogg, PE, is the founding president of the High Performance Manufacturing Consortium described by the Sloan Management Review as a leveraged learning network which has been
implemented across Canada, in the US, and Australia. He can be reached at dhogg@rogers.com.

Call: 800.452.5823
Visit: www.rustlick.com
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