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Building Long-Term
Success for Your

Lean Initiative

The successful implementation of lean requires absolute leadership commitment.

By Vincent W. Howell, FSME
Corning, Inc.

any manufacturing companies and executives are looking for ways

to differentiate their processes, products and services while compet-

ing to win customers and market share. With the focus on ways to

reduce waste, lower production and supply chain costs, and increase
shareholder value, a key strategy has been to concentrate on lean manufacturing as a
foundation for developing an edge over the competition.
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The Emergence of Lean

Lean has been a mainstay in many

organizations since its implementa-
tion by Toyota. As Toyota points out,
lean is based on a “production sys-

tem which is steeped in the philoso-

phy of ‘the complete elimination of all
waste’ imbuing all aspects of produc-
tion in pursuit of the most efficient

methods.”!

Many companies worldwide have
studied this system; as a result, its use
has grown in application. A USA Today
article addressing manufacturing viabil-
ity during the most recent recession
stated that “thousands of manufactur-
ers... remained profitable during the
recession by using a practice called lean
manufacturing to become more cost-
efficient.” To quantify this a bit more,
iSixSigma reports that “Compensa-
tion Data Manufacturing survey results
found that 69.7% of manufacturing
companies use lean manufacturing prac-
tices.” In addition, a number of uni-
versities have studied the concept and
integrated lean manufacturing into the
curriculum, including the University of
Michigan, the University of Kentucky,
and the University of Dayton. A Google
or Amazon search reveals many books
on the subject, and there is even a non-
profit organization to promote lean:
The Lean Enterprise Institute.

With the growth and importance of
having a lean manufacturing organiza-
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tion, the benefits have not gone unno-

ticed. An article on Lean-Manufactur-

ing-Junction.com highlights several
benefits:?

e Improved quality. As quality issues
arise, problem solving techniques
are used to identify the root cause
of the problem and error-proof the
improved process.

e Improved visual management.
Defects will stand out and be easy to
identify as a problem.

Process repeatability and increased
efficiencies.

Standardized work. With increased
efficiencies, the ability to do the job

with fewer people becomes a real
possibility.

¢ Easier to manage (a result of stan-
dardized work).

¢ Total company involvement. Lean is
meant to involve the whole company;
it helps promote the concept that
everyone in the company, from the
top down, has an important contribu-
tion to make.

e Safer work environment. A safe work
environment is supported by the use
of visual management and 5S in an
organized work environment.

¢ Improved employee morale. Employee
involvement and empowerment will
make all members of the organization
feel like they are contributing.

These are important benefits. As
such, manufacturing leaders should
consider a key question when imple-
menting lean: “What needs to be done
not only to achieve the benefits of lean,
but to sustain the benefits long term?”
The worldwide use of the lean concept
can provide some lessons learned.

Focused Leadership

James P. Womack, a leading lean
thought leader for over 30 years, and
founder and chairman of the Lean Enter-
prise Institute, Inc., emphasizes that
for long-term success, leadership must
understand the importance of manage-
ment focus on continuous improvement.
Lean is a management philosophy. As
such, as Womack states, there must be
management dialogue on how to make
continuous improvement—not only as a
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core activity in production, but also an
activity of line management.

Womack emphasizes a leadership
focus away from just “attention on
improving core processes in organi-
zations by deploying brilliant tools,
when we should have been focused on
improving the management process
itself.”3 His advice on accomplishing
this is two-fold:*
® “A lean management system for each

organization can only be discovered

through experimentation in the form
of PDCA [plan, do, check, act]. And
this requires a dialogue in each organi-
zation about the value-creating work
of management and how to merge it
with sustainable process improvement.

Indeed, a discussion of how to make

continuous improvement a core activ-

ity of line management.”
¢ Lean practitioners must continually

be “engaging senior managers as a

team in evaluating the current state

of each organization’s management
system.”

Build Talent for
Future Lean Success
When an organization is truly lean, it
is more flexible and able to handle the
changing macroeconomic conditions of
the global marketplace. In the future of
manufacturing, new technologies will
continue to emerge and influence pro-
cesses and methods of manufacturing.
Examples include the Internet of Things,
3D printing, automation, nanotechnolo-
gies and machine-to-machine technol-
ogy. Even so, lean will still need to be a
vital part of the company’s strategy.

Maintaining adaptability requires
an investment in people to build lean
knowledge for the changing land-
scape. This means ongoing knowledge-
building for operations people, leaders,
engineers and future employees. Oppor-
tunities include ongoing training and
programs like lean certification (from
organizations like the Society of Manu-
facturing Engineers or the Institute of
Industrial Engineers).

As for investment in future lean
knowledge and employees, this could
include the creation of partnerships

between manufacturers and local educa-
tional institutions in an effort to help the
company add value in the new global

marketplace. The University of Florida’s
Department of Information Systems

and Operations Management, and the
Department of Industrial and Systems
Engineering, established such a lean

educational partnership with Jabil, a

global electronic product solutions com-
pany. Lean knowledge becomes criti-
cally important when one considers that
“when an organization starts the lean
journey, the odds are that almost no one
will have deep knowledge of the way

ahead, and almost certainly senior lead-
ership will not know what is involved.”*

Adopt a Lean-Focused
Organizational Culture

A lean-focused culture means an
objective of continuous improvement
throughout the organization. George
Koenigsaecker, president of Lean Invest-
ments, LLC (and past president of sev-
eral companies that have implemented
lean), states that to survive and thrive
for the long term, manufacturing needs
to build a learning culture. The term
“learning culture” refers to “an orga-
nizational structure that allows people
to constantly be reviewing all their pro-
cesses and improving them.” This then
becomes the foundation for a lean cul-
ture—building a sustainable “culture
that practices process improvement as
part of daily life.”

Along with this culture change will
be an acceptance of the long-term view
of this paradigm shift; in other words,
it will take time. Koenigsaecker also
addresses the predictable questions
regarding “long-term,” stating:

How long will this take? Would
it be reasonable to assume that it
might take a generation of man-
agement to establish a totally dif-
ferent culture? After all, chang-
ing from a fire-fighting culture to
a process-improvement culture
requires embracing an “oppo-
site” approach, and “opposites”
are very hard for adults to learn.
While 1 can’t really know which
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practices have been most impor-
tant in establishing this learn-
ing culture, the thing I am most
proud of is that, over 20 years,
I led 11 corporations, as either
president or group president, on
the lean journey. And today all
11 of them continue to practice
lean-process improvement. They
have managed to do this through
several generations of leadership
change.*

Keep Lean Visible

Many lean efforts kick off with great
fanfare (e.g., Kaizen events), signaling
to the organization the importance of
the effort. Maintaining visibility and
successes of the lean journey are impor-
tant. One way this can be done is by

maintaining and revitalizing measure-
ment scoreboards. During the lean ini-
tiative, the organization will garner new
learning, and this learning will need to

be included in the measurement sys-

tems—which will then often result in
new targets being set.

Once this is done, it is important
to use a widespread communication
scheme to share current performance
metrics with the entire organization.

One lean practitioner shares an exam-
ple where a key learning came through
interdisciplinary visibility of perfor-
mance results:

We were measuring certain
activities prior to lean, but we
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weren’t tying them together. We
now have a Global Metrics Team
that creates our measures, whereas
before each department set inde-
pendent goals for its function

and was not able to see how they
impacted another group. Now
measures are shared among various
groups and sales can see how engi-
neering is performing its function
in order to help sales accomplish its
goals.”

Thus, a visual workplace display
not only provides feedback on per-
formance to goals and expectations,
it continues to send the message of
leadership commitment via regular,
refreshed, and updated communi-
cation. Couple this with the con-
tinued visibility of leadership (i.e.,
Gemba), and a visual workplace will
play a key role in maintaining a lean
culture.

Final Thoughts
Lean manufacturing has been the foun-
dation for achieving good success for
several decades. Many practitioners will
emphasize that lean tools—3S, value
stream mapping, total productive main-
tenance, Yokoten, etc.—are a flexible
and cost-effective way to reduce waste
and make improvements in the supply
chain. Ultimately, this effort supports
improved customer satisfaction.
However, there are likely some orga-
nizations that started the lean journey
that now conclude they did not achieve
their expected result. No one applying
lean will say that it is easy. The tran-
sition to lean and sustaining the transi-
tion requires facing complex challenges.
But it is implicit that failure is almost
assured if there is no absolute leader-
ship commitment to the lean concept
when beginning the journey. The orga-
nization must commit to the lean effort
and the requisite knowledge building

process continuously. It takes time,
resources, and a dedication to achieve
sustained outcome and benefits. [&

For more information, contact the author at
howellvw@corning.com or visit www.corning.com.
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Share Your Lean Story
Contact Editor Susan Sutton at (248) 786-1704 or
suttons@bnpmedia.com!

Will your idea be
the one that pops?

All it takes is a kernel of an idea and Harper
will make it pop into the global marketplace.
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Let us help take your kernel of an idea from the lab to full commercialization.
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