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Transparency, Part 1

Transparency is always a fun topic of discussion. When asked if their company or business unit strives for 
more transparency, more often than not the reply is something like, "Yes, we're very transparent here! We 
always keep our employees informed by..." and then the statement is finished with:

•"...posting our quarterly revenue results at all of the plant entrances."
•"...making sure the supervisors print and post all of the latest safety information and 
warranty data in the employee break areas."
•"...holding a monthly all-employee meeting where we review performance against 
departmental targets, pointing out the areas where they have to improve.“

This type of transparency is widespread; even most of us Wal Mart shoppers can wander by the layaway 
department and see the transparency they're shooting for in that company with a posting of 'Today's Stock 
Price'.

Employees are key stakeholders in the performance of any business and definitely deserve to know this 
type of information. Let's have a look again, though, at the key operations principles I introduced in the 
Foundations article and how transparency fits into the whole idea of excellence in a Lean Operations 
Management environment. In that article, Transparency is described as:

Organizational performance is transparent at all levels so that problems and improvement 
opportunities can be seen and dealt with quickly and openly

Again, although the information being shared in the replies above is important, does it drive the ability to 
see and handle problems quickly and openly at every level of the company? Does it drive the other key 
operations principles, especially Problem Solving and Employee Contribution? Can every employee see 
how his or her personal performance can impact the results? From a Lean Operations Management 
perspective, we need to resolve problems quickly, starting at the source, with a significant contribution 
coming from the employee who actually performs the process where the problem is discovered.

Let's start to describe transparency in an excellent organization from this source - the point where 
problems are discovered, the shop floor process. We're going to try and look at the process from the eyes 
of the employee and see what needs to be done in order for the employee and process to truly be 
transparent to the point that it drives rapid problem solving and maximizes contributions. On a side note, 
for those of you who may be wondering when and if I'll ever mention the sacred lean tools - don't worry, 
they're on their way and we'll definitely know why we use them.

Pat works on the assembly line at Company C, a company that's recognized for excellence in operations 
management. For Pat, transparency means that she must always point out any problem that occurs when  
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she does her process; it's not an option to do this, it's part of her job. She knows that pointing out a 
problem immediately, as soon as she sees it, makes it much easier to correct and it can be corrected 
before it moves to the next process in almost every case; when it can't, she knows production can be 
stopped until she gets the help she needs to resolve the problem. She also knows that she and her 
colleagues can and will find the root cause of this problem so she won't have to deal with it again. In this 
scenario, we've defined the core of transparency: Make problems visible when and where they're 
discovered, and resolve them before they get to the next process. Hiding problems only makes for more 
and larger problems, with potential high costs of trying to resolve them later and, worst of all, a high risk 
that the consumer will buy a defective product.

How does Pat know when she has a problem? What defines a problem for her? First of all, her process is 
very specifically described - it's clear to her exactly how she's supposed to perform it, how long it should 
take her to do it, and what the resulting quality should be. She knows, follows and significantly contributes 
to her own Standardized Work. She also knows what specific resources she needs to perform her process, 
exactly where these resources are supposed to be to support her standardized work, and the quantity of 
each of these resources required to make sure she can work uninterrupted. All of these points are 
standardized, maintained, and improved through 5S. Most importantly, she knows that if she can't 
perform her standardized work for any reason or if she doesn't have the right resources in the right 
working order to do her process - definitive problems - she must call for help immediately and get the 
problem corrected. She is not expected to 'do the best she can with what she's got' or 'come up with a way 
to work around it.' There is a simple device she uses to call for this help, called an Andon, and the primary 
purpose of this andon is to inform a specific person in her organization to come immediately to her aid. 
This specific person, known in many places as a Team Leader or Problem Helper, has excellent problem 
solving skills and a high level of expertise in the production area processes. Pat knows that she and the 
team leader / problem helper can rapidly resolve the problem and then find its root cause, eliminate it, 
and prevent it from ever happening again.

In summary, transparency begins as a behavior - the behavior that we never hide problems, we clearly 
define processes so that it's easy to see when we have a problem, and we have the methods and 
organization structure to solve these problems rapidly. This behavior requires openness and trust that are 
usually far beyond what exists in most companies today - changing attitudes to fit within this level of 
openness is a huge challenge, but one well worth taking on.

There will be more to come about transparency - like the title reads, this is Part 1. Feel free to comment, 
add your own experiences, or expand on the topic. I enjoy the exchange, and I encourage those of you 
who commented by email last time to post those comments here. It's an excellent chance to connect and 
exchange ideas!
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