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Foundations – The ‘Mindset’ Behind Successful Lean Transformation

It's been great, I won't lie. I've had the opportunity to work in a variety of manufacturing facilities in 
several countries, helping them improve their performance through rolling out world-class lean 
manufacturing and operations management principles. The people I've met, the variety of management 
styles, the various cultures, they've all been such a great learning experience - to be honest, I practiced 
lean and TPS at Toyota, but the bulk of my education in leading and coaching lean transformations came 
after I left. It's amazing what you can learn when you have to teach, coach, and convince others to not only 
try new methods on the shop floor, but more importantly, change their behavior and how they think about 
managing their operations.

Many of the projects I've been involved in have been internationally recognized for their performance and 
excellence in management systems, and all the credit goes to the people who were willing to take a chance 
and commit to thinking differently, to accepting coaching, and to developing everyone's skills, including 
their own. Please don't think for a moment that any of this is easy. I truly respect the people at all levels of 
an organization that are willing to dive in and take the risk. This commitment, this willingness to move in 
an entirely new direction, is an absolute must for achieving significant long-term improvements.

Over the course of supporting these projects, some common themes seem to repeatedly rise to the top. 
Surprisingly for perhaps some of you, these themes aren't 5s, Standardized Work, Kanban, Kaizen Events, 
or Gemba Walks. Don't misunderstand, these methods are important in almost any lean manufacturing 
implementation, but we're not talking about just any lean manufacturing implementation - we're talking 
about a building a long-term, sustainable continuous improvement environment. Long-term changes along 
these lines require digging much deeper than just copying a few methods. The best projects take the time 
to dig beneath the surface to develop a strong operations management foundation - afterward, rolling out 
the methods becomes a natural offshoot of the new foundation and the rollouts lead to better business 
results.

There are five common mindset themes, five key operations management principles, that I've seen again 
and again in successful rollouts. These are:

•Customer Focus - Everyone in every process is committed to providing their customer (both the 
following process and the purchaser) a defect-free product exactly when they need it.

•Operational Excellence - There's a clear, common understanding of what defines excellence in 
the organization, and that is shared and known at all levels. It's understood that working toward 
this defined condition will lead to better performance in key performance indicators and improved 
process control. Everyone in the organization can judge their improvement ideas by asking 
themselves a simple question: Does my idea move us closer to excellence?
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•Problem Solving - Root cause analysis and recurrence prevention are at the center of daily 
business. There's a common format for problem solving, a 'common language' if you will, and it's 
structured so that everyone can learn it, understand it, and use it. As a side note, this can really 
scare people in the beginning, but developing a problem solving culture is almost always the most 
rewarding achievement in a successful lean implementation.

•Transparency - Everyone knows, at any time, how their process or work area is performing, what 
problems are keeping them from performing better, and what's being done about those problems. 
Further, everyone knows immediately (or as close as possible to it) when something keeps a 
process from being performed correctly, as well as what to do when something does go wrong. 
I've never experienced anything but positive feedback from becoming more transparent.

•Employee Contribution - Some companies have put in suggestion systems and other means in 
order to give employees the opportunity to participate in improvement programs. Please read the 
graphic in the upper right again; it reads 'required'. Part of the every employee's job is to come up 
with ways to improve the process through solving problems and implementing new ideas. Think 
for just a moment about the largely untapped source of intellectual capital that so many 
organizations waste - world-class performers, on the other hand, build operations management 
systems that bring the best out of their workforces.

Not only do these five principles set a foundation for designing the tools and methods used in a lean 
implementation, they also set the stage for organizational design and development. Questions like 'What's 
the best organization to drive problem solving?', 'How do I develop problem solving skills in the 
workforce?', 'What new skills must the management team learn and apply?' are a few that come to mind. 
These kinds of questions and the problem solving that leaders must do to come up with the solutions are 
key to building a successful, long-term continuous improvement lean environment.

Oh, and one more thing - I really like detail. These five principles set a foundation, but the really fun part 
comes when we start to build on this foundation, to build a system that's designed specifically for the 
problems and challenges facing a particular project, and learning why we use each and every aspect of the 
lean management system we're putting together along the way. I plan to dig into the details in the future, 
so I'd like to invite you to come back and check out the new articles as I post them. Thanks! 
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