Nine Stumbling Blocks on the Way to Lean

Ariens Company, a producer of outdoor power equipment, began its conversion to lean manufacturing -- The Ariens Production System -- four years ago. With the assistance of John Grunfelder, Simpler Consulting, acting as its Sensei, Ariens has made remarkable progress in increasing productivity, accelerating inventory turns, developing greater velocity in new product development, and driving bottom line results. Now we can share some of the things the last four years have taught us about the human side of lean.

Everybody loves lean manufacturing, just ask them. And everybody is doing lean, or at least think they are. So with all this apparent dedication and commitment to lean, why does the success of each organization's lean program vary so widely? One reason that contributes to either the success or failure of lean is (drum-roll, please) -- the "people" factor.

If you want to ensure disappointing results and the feeling of abject frustration, try to implement lean when people have these common reactions:

1. Executive lip service
Lean won't succeed if support comes from the corner office as an endorsement, not a commitment. For lean to take root in the organization, executive management must be fully engaged. Seeing the executive out on the floor, working the system, says more to the individual employee about commitment from the top than any speech ever could. At Ariens, the CEO is a lean zealot, repeatedly delivering the lean message, spurring the acceptance of lean thinking and rapid deployment of lean methods.

2. Lean is a manufacturing thing
It's regrettable that "lean manufacturing" is taken as a manufacturing model rather than a business model. Giving someone reason to believe that lean is not related to what they do, because they are not in manufacturing, will make the adoption of lean much more difficult. The sooner it's made clear that there are no boundaries to lean, the sooner the nay-sayers will see that their continued value to the organization is contingent upon the willing adoption of lean in their areas of influence. 

3. When do I do my regular job?
Lean cannot be seen as something we do in addition to our essential duties. Lean must be a fundamental performance measure that applies to every person and every job. 

While it is not uncommon for 95% of process time to be non-value added, most of us keep trying to make the other 5% more efficient. Lean tells us to eliminate as much of the 95% process waste as possible. Under those circumstances, why would anyone spend all of their time on their regular job?

4. We can get back to lean events when things settle down
The lean drive for perfection does not allow for a time out. Consistency and drive keep the lean flywheel turning. When things get hectic, that's when you most need lean activity, because it is at those most hectic times that lean can have the greatest payoff.

5. It's all about headcount.
Do not use lean in order to cut jobs. Make every effort to re-deploy anyone displaced by lean improvements. If nothing else, re-deploy them to drive your lean initiatives even harder. When people have confidence that their lean efforts will not put them at risk, they will become comfortable with the process. 

This means, of course, you need to leverage your lean progress by growing the top line and creating employment opportunities. This, along with normal attrition and meaningful performance management, should help you stabilize a committed workforce. 

6. Everything you need is in the lean toolbox
While lean tools are powerful, development of the softer "people" skills is essential. When people do not feel that they are cared about, when they feel there is a lack of respect or fairness, they will not engage. A disaffected workforce won't be effective in their use of lean tools. 

Lean is about being hard on the process but easy on the people. Develop your leadership to lead, not just manage. Instill in supervision an understanding of people dynamics and emotional intelligence. And be selective in bringing in new leaders.

7. Anyone can get with the program
There will always be some employees who will not get it. In some cases, they can't let go of the familiar; in other cases there is a disconnect in values or philosophy. It is often just an aversion to change. 

Communication and training, regarding not just the "how" but the "why" of lean, is essential. We owe our people an opportunity to be successful participants in our lean enterprise through a thorough understanding of it. Those who opt out may simply find themselves unable to contribute to the progress of the enterprise. And managers who can't or won't take ownership of their role in continuous improvement must humanely be assisted in finding opportunities elsewhere. You have to change the people or change the people.

8. Internal focus - Where's the customer in all this?
Lean may seem like an inward focus on operational excellence, but paramount in lean thinking is the focus on the customer, and not just for marketing or product design. It is a human issue. 

If any of your employees do not know who your customers are, and what your business must do to fulfill their expectations, you have some work to do. One of the greatest lessons learned is that any lean activity starts at the customer, internal or external, or at least as close to the customer as possible. 

 9. Lean is fine, just don't mess with my world
Even those who can see the benefit of a lean business system can become defensive of "their world." They may try to protect a departmental structure; be unwilling to give up, add, or share portions of their current job responsibilities; or unwilling to put accepted practices to the test. If done correctly, lean can "rock your world" and it can be painful. 

At Ariens, the lean journey made us realize that our organizational structure could not take us to the next level. So, without a second thought, we blew it up.

We reorganized the entire business along "value streams" focused on the customer and product families. Traditional roles such as vice president of manufacturing or supply chain or engineering evolved to leadership positions at the heads of value streams. 

Each value stream encompasses raw material all the way to finished products that meet the customers' needs. Design, materials management, and production are all included. The benefits have been enormous: Focused design activity, rapid new product development cycles, more seamless product rollout, and more accurate understanding of customer expectations.

There is always more to be said about, and learned from, the lean journey. Although we at Ariens feel we have learned a great deal in our application of lean, we also know that we are still far from the end of the journey. The learning continues.
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