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Preface 
 
In June 2019 I was having a conversation with the CEO of the company 
where I work (Escea) as Head of Operations and ‘Lean Coach’.  
 
Two nights before we had hosted a group of local manufacturing company 
leaders and staff for a benchmarking and networking session. I had given a 
talk on what I believe are the three keys things that every lean 
transformation needs and we had taken them on a tour. Afterwards I had 
chatted with a number of people, one of them being the leader of a local 
small business who had brought his entire workshop team along to the 
event. I found out later that the next day the leader had gone and 
downloaded and started reading a free lean e-book I had recommended 
and that his team had made an improvement board and already posted 
three improvements. 
 
Our CEO commented that this company had achieved more in terms of 
lean in one day after an evening with us than their full time lean trained 
factory manager, who had just left the company, had achieved during his 
multi year tenure. 
 
He then asked me what future plans I had for the tips and advice I was 
posting in my casual, side hustle, blog The Lean Minimalist. At the time, I 
really didn't know. All I knew was that the intention of the lean posts in my 
blog were to shed some light for new people getting into lean. I wanted 
them to have simple, easy to use advice that they could follow without 
expensive consultants. I tried to answer some of the questions I regularly 
got asked or that I thought people should be asking.  
 
Then I realised that it would be much easier for new leaders, like the one at 
the networking session, to have a fast and simple resource full of all my 
lean articles in one place, grouped by topic to make it easier again to get 

https://www.escea.com/nz/
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started. A lean, lean learning resource. And so, Start Today with Lean was 
born. 
 
I don’t need to write a best seller to help people. 
 
This is the first edition of this book and there are likely to be many more 
editions as time goes on. I hope the contents of this book make it easier for 
you to move forwards.  
 
Donna Sherriff 
http://theleanminimalist.com  
www.escea.com  
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Section 1 - Getting Started 
 

 
 
Taiichi Ohno, the father of the Toyota Production System didn’t have a 
masters degree in Lean Thinking. Sure, when he needed some serious 
industrial engineering knowhow he called on Shigeo Shingo to help him out 
but fundamentally he just had an instinct to find and eliminate waste and 
Toyota have been following up on that instinct for over fifty years. 
 
I can’t make it any plainer than this. Just get started. Look around right 
now. Can you see anything that needs improving? Anything at all. In your 
office? Your kitchen, Your bedroom, Your garage? Right. Just go over to 
whatever it is…..and improve it. Go on. Come back to this book when 
you’ve done it. 
 
Ok, so you improved whatever it was you found that needed improvement. 
You are now a Lean Practitioner. It’s that simple. 
 
So what’s next? Find another thing to improve. Then improve it. 
 
You may think, no, it can’t be that simple. In reality, it is that simple. Every 
lean tool on the planet come back to two very simple ideas. Reduce Waste 
and Improve Flow. You already have everything you need to make a 
groundbreaking transformation in your life or business right now. 
 
This book is not about teaching you all the tools of lean. It’s about giving 
you practical advice, often based on my own or other’s experiences that will 



help you to start and keep moving. The essays in this section are all about 
how to just get started. 
 
 

How to get started with lean and create buy 
in with your team - the answer is Simple 
  
Implementing lean can seem like an overwhelming prospect for many 
leaders, especially those who are just beginning to learn about the 
philosophy and I often get asked where they should start and how they can 
get their team on board. 
The answer is simple because simple is actually the answer. 
Over the years I have been on my personal lean journey, I have gained a 
reasonable amount of experience in the implementation and maintenance 
of improvement programs. I certainly don’t have all the answers and I have 
a long way to go myself, however, over time I have refined my approach to 
lean training and coaching and it really does come down to simplification. 
Lean thinking is simple in itself. In today’s consumer environment you can 
go and get a qualification in Lean, Lean Six Sigma and many other 
derivative improvement models. You can also find thousands of articles 
and as many consultants posting and advertising on the web, not to 
mention the hundreds of published books on the subject. 
But it didn’t start out this way. In the beginning, Taiichi Ohno, the father of 
the Toyota Production System which today is often referred to by its 
nickname of ‘lean’, simply observed the processes in his factory and then 
took action to eliminate activities that did not add value. 
Fundamentally, I believe it comes down to four simple basics: 
 

1. Understand what value is to the customer 
2. Relentlessly pursue the delivery of value to the customer through the 

elimination of non value adding activities (waste) 



3. Have respect for people 
4. Never stop trying to improve 

 
Everything else is simply a tool to assist with pursuing the philosophy 
With these basics alone, your journey can begin and you will have no 
trouble getting buy in with your team if you just keep it simple and follow 
these tips: 

Simple vision 

I find that with new lean leaders motivation is the least of the issues. Often, 
people have read an inspiring book, seen an inspiring story or visited a 
shining example of a lean business. They can’t wait to get started. This is 
an exciting time and it’s this drive and motivation that will later sustain a 
lean transformation long term. 
The trouble comes when trying to communicate everything that has been 
learned and the passion that comes with it to others. My advice would be, 
stick to a simple message to start with. 
 
Before you can discuss your new direction with your team, you really need 
to understand what you are actually trying to achieve. What message are 
you pitching? What is your focus area? What is your long term vision?  It’s 
important to keep it simple and focus on something that the whole team 
can agree is a worthy goal. This simple message will be the guiding light for 
your journey. Going in with an announcement of ‘we’re going to be lean!” is 
far too wide reaching to start with. Something like “we want to be defect 
free” is a lot more tangible and immediately starts leading to ideas around 
how this could be achieved. 

Simple message 

It is extremely important to keep the message simple for your team. I have 
seen through past experiences that it is less than effective to simply 
announce to a team that the company is embarking on a lean program and 
that everyone needs to get on board. A lean transformation is the 



never-ending work of decades. Toyota has been on the journey for around 
70 years and every team member there would say if asked about progress 
“We’ve still got a long way to go.” 
Instead, it is much better to talk to the team about specific problems that 
everyone experiences and communicate that the team is going to work on 
improving these by trying to simplify the process. In my experience, most 
people are happy to get on board with solving problems that affect 
everyone. Successful lean transformations I have seen almost always 
begin in a place of pain. Some companies struggle with service, others with 
long lead-times and too much inventory. Again, the best way to begin 
addressing these issues is to focus on the area that is delivering the most 
pain to your team. Keep the message simple. 
For example “Everyone has been noticing that it’s taking us too long to 
answer the phones. I know that everyone is frustrated by this. Let’s get 
together and work through the problem so we can give better service to our 
customer.” 
 
With a simple statement like this, you can begin your lean journey without 
anyone mentioning the words ‘lean’ or ‘paradigm shift.’ 

Simple training 

Work out the bare minimum of training that your team needs to get started. 
In some cases, it may benefit your team to use a consultant but make sure 
that you have clearly defined the scope and put clear boundaries around 
the problem. When it comes to preparing training I use a guiding rule of: 

● Only what is needed 
● In the amount needed 
● When it's needed 

By doing it this way, there is no additional “theory” that doesn’t actually 
relate to the problem that the team is trying to solve. By delivering only 
what is needed in terms of training I have found that team members are 
less overwhelmed by information and more able to apply new their new 



learning to the problem. Additional training can always be added in during 
the problem solving process if required or if the need for a new tool comes 
up. 

Simple start 

Once training has been done, the team can get started on trying to simplify 
their process. With a small amount of guidance, teams can easily work 
through simplifying their own processes. This is where true understanding 
and buy-in for improvement comes from. A leader does not need to 
convince a team that has found waste in a process to reduce that waste. It 
just comes naturally. 
There is no rule around how this should work. Just find a way of 
representing the way things are now and focus on eliminating the things 
that are preventing the team from getting the process to where they need it 
to be. 

Simple leadership 

Simple leadership is as easy as simply leading. Be there, help understand 
and solve the problem, drive the team to keep working through the issues. 
When the team gets distracted or off course, bring them back to the simple 
message. Never pass this responsibility onto someone else to implement. 
A lean leader works from within the team, records the data, gets the coffee 
provides motivation and always, always reinforces the message. 
By keeping it simple, gaining buy-in from the team is almost a foregone 
conclusion. 
Over time, applying a simple approach to problem after problem will result 
in processes that contain more and more value. Improvement culture and 
team confidence will begin to develop around these small successes. Over 
time, more and more lean theory can be introduced as new training is 
needed to help solve new and more advanced problems. Before you know 
it, you will be firmly established on your own lean path. 
 
It’s really that simple. 



The Three Essential Things Every 
Company Needs for a Successful Lean 
Transformation 
The pursuit of perfection in systems and processes has been the key 
theme of my career for twenty years. Now I’ve read a ton of books, lean 
books, Theory of Constraint books, books about how to combine theory of 
constraints and lean and don’t even get me started on books about Six 
Sigma. But earlier in my career I found that not one of those books gave 
me any pointers on how to move a company from one state to another in 
terms of culture, or how to create momentum. For sure, I knew about Value 
Stream Mapping, PDCA cycles and Just in Time but what I was lacking 
was the secret formula to making lean or any other methodology really 
work. 
 
Over time I started to have an inkling of what could be the ultimate 
transformation package. But then I had to find a company where the culture 
would support the implementation of these ideas. 
Over the years working with Escea I have had the opportunity to pursue 
perfection in my own way without restriction.  As time has gone on we are 
now seeing the implementation of these ideas and actions transform into 
excellent tangible business and cultural results. 
What we are doing is not unique. Today’s lean gurus are also moving away 
from the study and implementation of tools. They are seeking the elusive 
characteristics that still make Toyota a unique performer in terms of 
improvement success. Authors like Mike Rother, who wrote the 
ground-breaking book Toyota Kata, have begun to quantify these unique 
practices and embedded culture into tangible variables so that we can learn 
and grow from them. 
 

https://www.escea.com/nz/company/our-story/
https://www.lean.org/WhoWeAre/LeanPerson.cfm?LeanPersonId=139
https://www.lean.org/WhoWeAre/LeanPerson.cfm?LeanPersonId=139
https://www.amazon.com/Toyota-Kata-Managing-Improvement-Adaptiveness/dp/0071635238
https://www.amazon.com/Toyota-Kata-Managing-Improvement-Adaptiveness/dp/0071635238


Along these lines, I want to discuss what I believe are the three key 
requirements for any company to successfully and continuously improve, 
regardless of the methodology employed. 

● Commitment at the top 
● A clearly defined and tangible target vision 
● Constant development and empowerment of people to change their 

own work processes 

All the tools of lean and other improvement methodologies will not create 
sustainable improvement culture without these three key areas. 
I believe that at Escea we have created to at least some degree all these 
three conditions and that is largely responsible for the progress we have 
been making over the last few years. Underpinned by a simple, no frills, 
minimalist approach to lean, our commitment to these principles is now 
yielding great results. 

Commitment at the top 

At Escea, our CEO is known to have the philosophy that the only way to 
survive is to keep improving. In fact, he believes that standing still is as 
good as death for companies in business today. Our competitors are not 
standing still. They have the ability to do everything we are doing and do it 
better. We are in a race against ourselves and everyone else. 
My directives from the top are very clear. Everything We Do Is For Our 
Customers, Waste Is Wrong, Make It As Lean As Possible. That is all I 
need to know to do my job. Supporting this is his unshakeable faith that I 
know what I’m doing (due to all the books I’ve read I'm sure *wink*) and 
regular catch ups out in the process where the only expectation is that 
‘something has changed’. Without this unfaltering commitment and support, 
improvement culture cannot survive.  It does help that our CEO and his 
co-founders are entrepreneurs and are not afraid of a little risk taking, 
experimentation and the odd unconventional approach. 
 



A clearly defined and tangible target vision 

In the Operations team we have one phrase that guides everything that we 
do with regards to improvement. What We Sell Today, We Make 
Tomorrow. This has been our target vision for a few years now and it 
directs all our improvement activities down a specific channel. You could 
liken this to changing improvement activities from a shotgun to a laser 
beam. With our 'sell today, make tomorrow ' philosophy we have changed 
our processes from multi day batches to daily production and saved 
hundreds of thousands of dollars in inventory and work in progress, which 
has reduced by ten days so far. In our facility we are starting to give at the 
seams for space, but much later than expected, as our focused lean 
activities have reduced the amount of floor space needed for normal 
production. More volume is not the issue but our product range diversity is 
now challenging us. In the last year alone, our sheetmetal folding area has 
increased productivity by 50% and made batch sizes smaller at the same 
time. This has saved us from purchasing a high capital value press brake 
this year as well as not having to add in the operators to go with it despite a 
30% increase in production. We did this by finding a way to make today 
what is required for tomorrow but no more. Our target vision is 
non-negotiable. We avoid work in progress, excess inventory, 
overproduction, bureaucracy and paperwork. We identify and problem 
solve obstacles that are preventing us from achieving our target vision. We 
are not daunted by the size of these obstacles. We must overcome them in 
order to achieve our target vision. 

Constant development and empowerment of people to change their own 
work processes 
Every day, Escea team members experience every type of waste possible. 
They wait, they perform extra movements, they experience quality issues, 
breakdowns and frustration. Just like every employee in every company 
everywhere. At Escea, we are striving to make sure that every employee 
can also identify, address these wastes and make improvements, off their 



own back. We are teaching our team members that they are empowered 
and even obligated to improve their processes. We remove the obstacles in 
the way of them doing so. We encourage them to record and celebrate 
their successes. In this way we are growing our culture so that 
improvement activities are ‘business as usual’ and not something that is 
run by the lean department, or the responsibility of team leaders. Waste is 
everyone’s issue. By encouraging team members to make their lives easier 
and by giving them the skills and freedom to do so we grow a company of 
capable, empowered people and tap into the wealth of knowledge and 
ideas that come from hands on experience at product and process level. 
 
Our improvement journey, our great experiment, is still in its infancy, we 
have far to go and many obstacles to overcome. We have waste 
everywhere and our culture still needs a lot of work. Despite this we are 
moving forward towards our shared target vision, our results are tangible 
and our enthusiasm for the journey continues to grow. This is almost 
certainly due to the presence of these three characteristics, commitment 
from the top, a strong target vision and the empowerment of people to 
affect their own change. 
We are not special. We are just a company of like minded people, in a 
small city at the bottom of the world, trying to achieve perfection. Anyone 
with the right support, vision and commitment to empowering others can do 
it too. 
  

  

 
 
 
 



Lean is not an "off-the shelf" commodity 
 
A recent discussion on LinkedIn led me to think about some of the mistakes 
made by companies when considering lean or other improvement journeys. 
This especially applies to established companies with strong cost 
accounting decision making practices. 
 
A reply from an award winning and experienced consultant and author to a 
recent post by a continuous improvement advocate made the point that 
executives must show a significant return from any initiative and that trying 
to sell the less tangible aspects of improvement is like selling a truck 
without a test drive. I can’t say I entirely disagree with this point of view. No 
one’s going to buy an improvement program just because a version of it 
works for someone else. Here lies the misconception. If someone has to 
sell you an improvement program, you’re probably not ready for it. 
 
The consultant was correct in saying that Toyota’s drive for improvement 
came from crisis, and it did to a great extent. However, the company 
already had a culture of improvement that was inherent to the Toyota family 
and carried over from the Toyota Loomworks where Sakichi Toyota 
developed the concept of Jidoka. That philosophy is now so embedded in 
Toyota that it is overlooked by people that try to copy the tools, thinking that 
the answer lies there. It is possible and likely that Toyota Motor Company 
was able to survive and ultimately thrive from crisis as a result of culture 
that already existed. 
 
Today, I don’t think any company can successfully embark on an 
improvement journey without coming up against a number of traditional 
business assumptions. Assumptions that ultimately have to be questioned 
to move forwards. These include assumptions about: 

https://www.toyota-global.com/company/vision_philosophy/toyota_production_system/jidoka.html
https://www.toyota-global.com/company/vision_philosophy/toyota_production_system/jidoka.html


● The level to which you’re prepared to listen to and act on the ideas of 
even the most junior team member 

● How return on investment is calculated when it comes to 
improvement 

● How long you’re prepared to focus on improvement as a way of life 
● How committed you are to the target vision 
● The importance of people development and coaching 

I’m lucky to work for a company where the owners realised early on that 
improvement was essential to survival and therefore is a fundamental 
value. I’ve also worked for companies whose commitment to lean lasted as 
long as it took to find out that the philosophies of lean were in direct conflict 
with the company’s values. 
 
There is no question that improvement is a journey of years. Large step 
changes in performance are achievable over short periods in time by 
implementing lean tools. Long term sustainable improvement year on year 
however depends on the establishment of a deeply rooted culture that 
consistently moves towards a shared target vision. There is no quick fix.  
From my experience, companies that implement tool based programs often 
get significant results in the processes those tools target but may also end 
up neglecting processes outside the tool’s reach such as administrative or 
customer facing processes. This is not always the case but the difference 
between the companies that successfully implement tool based programs 
across the whole of the business and those that don’t is the degree of 
leadership support at the highest level. 
 
A concerning trend that has emerged over the last ten years is the 
‘packaged improvement’ that is being peddled by consulting companies. 
These organisations sell lean thinking like it’s a commodity. 
I don’t have anything against consultants in general and in fact I would 
highly recommend that companies seek out an experienced mentor to help 
them move forwards on their lean journey. However, I would steer clear of 

https://www.escea.com/nz/company/our-story/
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anyone that suggests that there are “eight steps” or “20 principles”. Go for 
someone who spends the first half an hour asking “Why” you are interested 
in this path and seriously probes your commitment levels before agreeing 
to work with you. 
 
It is ironic that a minimalist philosophy that encourages companies to 
reduce non value adding activities is now available as a consumer product. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Build a waste elimination culture in seven 
simple steps 
I was going to call this section ‘Build a waste elimination culture in seven 
easy steps' but the reality is that while the process is very simple, it’s far 
from easy. Building a new habit is always a challenge but like most things 
that are difficult, the rewards come with time and effort. 
In reality, it’s very simple to build a waste elimination culture. The principles 
are not difficult to grasp, the process is low cost and doesn’t require years 
of training. The most important principle to remember is that building a 
waste elimination culture is more about the culture than the waste 
elimination. I mentioned in a post on my blog that focusing on the process 
will lead to greater success than focusing on results. This is true also for 
waste elimination. If you are focused on the dollars saved per 
improvement, you are at risk of missing the point of the whole exercise, 
which is to build culture. 
This post will provide a guide on how to go about embedding a culture of 
waste elimination in your business by following these basic steps. 

1. Start with a message 

Throughout the whole process you need to have a strong, unwavering 
message around waste elimination. Your team needs to understand that 
you are going down this path no matter what, but that the team will help 
develop the best process along the way. 

2. Basic training 

And I mean basic. If you read the essay about getting started with lean and 
keeping it simple you will get a bit more on my philosophy on simple 
training but in short, teach the 7 Wastes, give some examples, go for a 
waste walk and leave it at that. Teach your team to start with what bothers 
them the most and what is within their control. 

https://theleanminimalist.com/2018/01/25/its-the-process-of-intentional-living-that-matters-not-the-results/


3. The power of 5 second improvements 

Early on in the waste elimination process big wins will happen. These are 
great when they happen and they build confidence in the teams that 
achieve them. What I’ve noticed though is they can tend to discourage the 
other teams that are not achieving big wins. It’s important to stress the 
power of the five second improvement to your team. A five second 
improvement is easy to find for everyone. 
5 seconds every day = 1,260 seconds per year = 21 minutes per year. Tiny 
right? 
What if you did one five second improvement every day? 
That’s 21 minutes per year x 252 days per year = 5,292 minutes = 88.2 
hours and 252 individual improvements. 
Imagine if everyone in the company did one five second improvement 
every day! 
On top of this, big improvements come around less frequently than little 
ones and the whole purpose of the process is to build culture. I would 
rather have my teams doing piles of five second improvements in a year 
than one or two big ones. 

4. Short, sharp reporting and visual display 

While it’s important to record improvements and embed reporting as part of 
your waste elimination culture, there is no need to create a giant time 
consuming process. Again, simplicity is the key. I’m a big fan of a simple 
A4 Before and After report. Another great example is the FastCap video 
method. They have created hundreds of videos that document their 
extraordinary lean journey. Super simple, super effective. 
 
However you choose to record improvement, a key part of the process is 
displaying waste elimination examples so that everyone in the company 
can benefit from seeing improvement happening and learning from real 
examples. 
 

https://www.fastcap.com/content/lean-videos
https://www.fastcap.com/content/lean-videos


5. Build confidence & celebrate success 

One of my favourite things is watching people have success with 
improvement and grow in confidence and skill. Team members get a great 
deal of pride and satisfaction from having a positive effect on their own 
work area. To me, this is one of the key benefits of a waste elimination 
culture and a major contributor to a successful process. Encourage team 
members to present their own improvement examples to their peer group 
or at company gatherings. Regular practice at this builds team member 
confidence and embeds a process of celebrating success as a group. 
While you can choose to incentivise this process as well it’s not entirely 
necessary as the process itself is its own reward. 

6. Everybody joins in, especially you 

If you’ve been under the impression that you can succeed in building a 
waste elimination culture by standing on the sidelines yelling 
encouragement then you’ve got a bit of work to do. There is no delegation 
when it comes to building culture. Get in there, find your own five second 
improvements, do the reporting and present your successes. Simple, 
effective and powerful. 
There is only one exception to this step. In every implementation, you come 
across team members who are extremely reluctant to get on board with 
change. In this post I’m not going to go into all the reasons behind why 
people resist change, they just do and you have to manage it. My approach 
to this has always been that you can lead a horse to water but you can’t 
make him drink. What you can do is continue to develop the culture with 
the other 98% of the team that are willing to try. Inevitably, over time culture 
grows and anyone who is not participating will begin to feel left out. Often, 
this resolves the issue as peer pressure takes effect and they slowly begin 
to join in. If not, they will either leave the business or performance issues 
will develop that may lead to having to make some difficult choices. 
 



7. Drive the program, focus on culture not results 

Like any lean process, you will need to put in some kind of way of 
measuring progress. Whatever system you develop must be simple, easily 
understood and drive culture. Steer away from systems that use a dollar 
measurement as the key focus. Rather, emphasise the number of 
improvements and set a minimum requirement so that all teams are 
working on improvement all the time. 
Then drive it, drive it, drive it. Your team will take this process as seriously 
as you do. At first, they will struggle to find examples of improvements. 
They will use excuses around how reporting is non value adding. They will 
show up at sessions without improvements. Push through. Keep delivering 
the message from Step 1. Make the targets clear to everyone and then 
follow through. If the particular method you are using starts to feel too 
complicated or clunky, review the process with your team and move 
forwards. Then just keep at it. 

 
Cultural change is a long term commitment. Over time you will find that you 
won’t be the first one to mention improvement. People will start bringing 
their examples to you randomly instead of at a set time. You will start to 
hear team members talking in terms of ‘before and after’ and showing you 
their waste elimination activities at every turn. They will start to teach these 
things to new team members and you will hear them discussing 
improvement with their colleagues. 
At this point you’ve got it made. All you have to do from here on will be sit 
back, relax….. just kidding. At this point you will know your team is firmly on 
the path and that you have years ahead of keeping them on that path, 
making your own improvements and watching your waste elimination 
culture grow. 



Build your Lean Transformation with the 
Flywheel Effect 
In 2007, my Managing Director at the time handed me a book. Right in that 
moment, I didn’t realise the profound effect this book would have on the 
way I would view business, leadership and improvement in the future. It just 
looked like any other business book and I had read plenty. 
 
This was no ordinary book. It was Good to Great by Jim Collins, arguably 
one of the most influential business books of this century, and it was a 
game changer for me. I am ashamed to say it sat on my shelf for a few 
months before I picked it up and began what I thought was going to be the 
heavy chore of reading it. How wrong I was. 
 
Thanks to the research, concept development and teaching of Jim Collins I 
learned about transformative Level 5 leaders, about getting everyone on 
the bus, the Hedgehog concept and the subject of today’s post, the 
Flywheel effect. I can confidently say that Good to Great has had a 
significant influence on both my management style and understanding of 
the importance of strategic roadmaps, teams and decision making. 
I hadn’t thought about the Flywheel effect in a long time and I suspect I 
hadn’t really understood the implications of this model as it relates to lean 
transformations as well as I could have. What sparked my recent revelation 
was listening to a Tim Ferriss podcast with the great man Jim Collins 
himself. In it, towards the end of the podcast, they discussed how the 
Flywheel effect has been applied and improved on by companies like 
Amazon since it was developed as a model from the research conducted 
by the Good to Great team. 
 
This got me thinking about my own current lean transformation. In a few 
weeks, I’m talking with my leadership team about growing team members 
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in improvement through skills developing and coaching. I have been 
looking for a way to communicate how far we’ve come and how far we’ve 
got to go. I’ve also been thinking about how the lean journey starts slow, 
with many incremental steps that build momentum over time, leading to 
more improvement and culture development. 
 
This morning, thanks to Tim and Jim, I realised I was trying to describe the 
Flywheel effect. 

 

Figure 1: My adaptation of the Flywheel Effect diagram in Good to Great by 
Jim Collins 
In an attempt to prove the Flywheel effect existed in my own transformation 
I started documenting in a table the last few years of lean development at 
my company in terms of both lead-time reduction and the growth 
improvement culture. As I wrote down our lean history I could clearly see 
the Flywheel effect. In the first year we made small but important changes, 
we dipped our toes in the water. In the following year, we built on our 
successes from the previous year, got more people involved and saw 
shorter lead-times and more people involved in improvement. The year 



after, we made even greater, game changing improvements, more people 
got involved, our momentum grew as the flywheel started to pick up speed. 
Looking back at this and looking forward to our plans for the coming year, it 
is plain to see that the Flywheel Effect is well and truly proven to be a real 
phenomenon at our company. Momentum is building, although at the 
beginning the steps we took seemed infinitesimally small and at times, 
almost ineffectual. 
 
In Good to Great, Collins discovered that in all the ‘great’ companies there 
has been “no miracle moment.” On the outside, companies seemed to 
“breakthrough” but in reality there was a “quiet, deliberate process of 
figuring out what needed to be done to create the best future results and 
then simply taking those steps, one after the other, turn by turn of the 
flywheel.” 
 
This concept is both gratifying and encouraging. Step by step, day after 
day, improvement after improvement, our company moves towards 
greatness. I know this to be true, because Jim Collins and his team did 
years of research to prove it. 
 
 

Four dynamite steps for lighting a fire under 
your improvement program 
 
Recently, a colleague said to me that he had been on the improvement 
journey with his team for quite a while but it wasn’t until he had received 
some very specific training from me around how to ‘coach’ for improvement 
that the penny started to drop. 
 
Then the penny dropped for me. What do leaders need when they are 
starting out in improvement? They need some strong tips to help them 



understand what they are trying to achieve and some tools to get started 
with. I’m a big believer in giving people simple, straightforward options 
when it comes to lean and starting an improvement program is no different. 
In Toyota Kata, Mike Rother provides us with a great pathway to follow 
when starting out with improvement and more importantly, how to coach 
others on the path. Today’s tips are based on his work, but adapted to suit 
the improvement program start-up. 
 
If you want your improvement program to burn brightly, you have to fire 
people up and then keep those fires burning. 

1) Make sure people understand the target vision and the current strategy 
to get there. 
Without a target vision your improvement efforts will be random and less 
effective than they could be. In the essay, The importance of having a clear 
target vision for your lean transformation,’ I talk about how having a clear, 
shared target vision can focus your improvement journey and generate 
rapid results. 
Everyone in your team or organisation must understand the target vision 
clearly. Make this a focus point. 

2) Empower people to get fired up about improvement 

In the essay ‘The Three Essential Things Every Company Needs for a 
Successful Lean Transformation,’ I discuss the fundamental principles that 
are driving our company’s lean transformation. One of the key things is 
providing people with the empowerment, skills and ultimately the obligation 
to improve their own work areas and processes. 
Without the creation of a safe, blame free culture, no improvement program 
stands a chance. Commitment from the top to improvement and constant 
encouragement to keep moving forwards, even when there a failures adds 
essential fuel to the fire. 

3) Focus your improvement activity like a laser beam, not a scatter gun. 
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Make sure that when you do start improvement work with your team,  you 
focus on improvements that will move you towards the target vision. In 
Toyota Kata, Rother discusses the difference between what we can do and 
what we have to do to move us towards the Target Vision. Making sure you 
focus mostly on the ‘have to dos’ will move you and your team towards the 
target vision more rapidly.  By all means, if there are pressing safety or 
quality improvements, make sure these are done but then move focus back 
to the target. 

4) Focus the improvement activities themselves on the five coaching 
questions 
Again, in Toyota Kata, Rother gives us five questions that can help us 
move towards the right solutions for our improvement activities with little 
fuss. 
These questions are*: 

1 - What is the target condition? (the challenge) 
2 - What is the actual condition now? 
3 - What obstacles are now preventing you from reaching the target 
condition? Which one are  you addressing now? 
4 - What is your next step (Start of the PDCA cycle) 
5 - When can we go and see what we have learned from taking that 
step? 

* from Toyota Kata, Mike Rother, 2010 
I love the simplicity of these questions. They are accessible to anyone and 
can be used anytime anywhere. 
When combined with the first three steps, they are a powerful mix that will 
catapult any team towards rapid improvement. 
The number is not entirely certain but many lean practitioners believe that 
anywhere from 90% -98% of lean transformations fail. I believe these 
failures come from leaders who are unable or unwilling to keep the 
improvement fires burning. It’s a simple formula: 

● Have a vision and communicate it 
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● Empower and drive people to improve processes 
● Focus improvement like a laser beam 
● Coach people in the five questions 

These four simple but effective steps will help you get your improvement 
program started and keep it burning for the long term. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Section 2 - Leadership 
 
Lean Leadership starts with you.  
 
No, I don’t mean you hiring a lean consultant, or appointing a random 
employee to be the lean manager for the business. I mean you, specifically, 
doing lean. You don’t need to force culture, you just have to set the right 
example and give others the opportunity to join in. 
 
In this section, there are many essays on lean leadership that are based on 
my own experiences of how leadership affects lean transformation and 
some really simple and pointed advice on how to get this right. 
 
You cannot delegate lean. 
 
 

Respect for people. Why you don't need to 
worry about the 8th waste 
When I train people in Value and the Seven Wastes I hammer home right 
at the beginning what I believe to be the two most important foundation 
principles of lean philosophy. I tell my trainees that if they only remember 
this one thing about lean from the training they will have everything they 
need to set off on their own personal lean journey. 
 
Fundamentally lean is about continuous improvement and respect for 
people. Everything that comes after is rooted in these two principles. Every 
company that embarks on a lean journey understands the purpose of 
continuous improvement. It’s a fairly transparent principle. When you 



combine a commitment to continuous improvement with a relentless drive 
to find and eliminate waste, it’s all on right? You’ll be lean in no time! 
 
Unfortunately, it’s not quite that straightforward. It’s the second principle, 
respect for people, one that is easily misinterpreted, that has given Toyota 
its unique place in manufacturing today. I feel that if more companies 
understood what respect for people meant they would be less likely to 
embark on lean transformations that are ultimately doomed to failure, 
leaving disappointed management and disillusioned team members in their 
wake. Inside the respect for people principle is everything that makes 
Toyota culture a powerhouse of ideas, commitment, drive and loyalty. 
 
Respect for people is not about bottom up transformations, it's not about 
consultation, quality circles or steering committees. It is simply about 
empowering and encouraging people to participate in the running and 
improvement of their own areas. 
 
I don’t consider myself an expert in lean philosophy. I have never had the 
privilege to work at Toyota so my interpretation of their philosophy and 
culture is purely my own. As always, my approach to lean thinking comes 
from a minimalist perspective so here are my own tips for starting to build a 
culture that is fundamentally based in respect for people. 
 

1. Empowerment should have as few limits as possible 

While we don’t want to drive our business into the ground by overspending 
where there isn’t enough payback to justify the expense of an 
improvement, we need to make sure that the limitations we put on 
empowering our people are as few as possible. 
This can be done by making sure that people understand the boundaries 
and reasonable spending limits around improvement so they can make 
decisions easily. Team members also need to understand when something 



is in their own control and when they need to consult with other team 
members to make a change. 
Be cautious when setting limits. If too many limitations are put in place or 
team members have to jump through hoops to make a five second 
improvement, the flow of improvement activities gets bogged down in 
approvals and meetings. Improvement becomes ‘too hard’ and momentum 
will start to stagnate. 

2. Unless you work in the area, you’re not the expert 

This one is easy to mess up. You can have every industrial engineering or 
business qualification under the sun and a suitcase full of ideas but in 
reality, unless you have personal, hands on, within the last week 
experience of putting that widget in that gadget then you’re not the expert. 
The second you imply that you know more about the process that the guy 
or girl doing the work you have dis-empowered them and they are much 
less likely to change something just on their own opinion. 
 
Respect for people encourages team members to improve their own work 
area and you are not exempt from that. If you have a burning desire to 
change someone’s work area set up then feel free to improve your own, 
which will set a great example anyway. By all means, use your knowledge 
and experience to set the direction for the value stream or company. Be 
clear about performance expectations and make sure your vision is crystal 
clear to everyone and that you drive it forwards. Then back off from the 
detail. 
When you are involved in cross functional improvement teams focused on 
improving areas it’s quite appropriate to get involved and put out ideas. 
This needs to be done in a way where it is clear that the final say on how 
something should go lies with what is best for the value stream and the 
people who work in the area. 



3. This is not a spectator sport 

This is pretty simple. If you want to show respect for your team members, 
show them that you are just as invested in improvement as they are. 
Improve your own area and processes and encourage others by example. 

4. Your job is to remove the obstacles 

As a lean leader, a big part of what you do will be removing the obstacles 
preventing the experts from improving their areas. This could be in terms of 
money, equipment or even through reviewing or removing non value 
adding policies and practices that hinder improvement. Spend time with 
your team members listening specifically for phrases like “We’d love to 
change that only…” and “If only we had..”. That’s your cue to step in and 
help remove an obstacle 
 
The lean world is fairly divided on the legitimacy of 8th Waste - the waste of 
untapped human potential. To me it’s pretty clear that if you’re following the 
principles of respect for people, it’s very hard for this waste to exist and in 
fact, it’s not really waste, it’s just a sign that your fundamentals aren’t in 
place yet. When I train people on Value and Seven Wastes I mention this 
‘waste’ in passing for those people who have heard of it before and 
immediately move on to how we as a company encourage and empower 
our team members to find and eliminate waste in their own work areas. 
 
Respect for people takes a leap of faith and goes against many of the 
tenets of traditional manufacturing. Hierarchy, approval systems and the 
perceived expertise of leaders are deeply embedded in many organisations 
and require time to change. In order to empower people in the workplace, 
leaders need to be able to let go and allow people to grow, make mistakes 
and learn in the process. Not every improvement is going to succeed but 
even a wrong step in the right direction is still a step towards a leaner 
organisation. 
 



Supplementary Note:  

Since publishing this section on my blog in February 2018 I’ve come to look 
at the 8th waste in a slightly different way (thanks Paul Akers). I still think if 
you’re focusing on respect for people and waste elimination you don’t need 
to worry too much about this but I now think that talking about the 8th waste 
as the effect that waste has on people is quite valuable. When people are 
coping with waste, they aren’t spending time making lots of awesome 
improvements. 
 

Learn to see your people with Lean - Three 
ways to help make them more visible 
 Do you have a great team of people working with you? Are they constantly 
striving to improve their processes and coming up with great ideas and 
improvements? Do they know how great they are and how hard they work? 
Do you tell them? Or even better, do you show them? 
 
In May 2019 I attended the Melbourne Association for Manufacturing 
Excellence (AME) conference where I was privileged to see and hear two 
of the world's foremost lean icons, Paul Akers from FastCap and Billy 
Taylor from Goodyear Tires & Rubber. The message these two gentlemen 
had for us was simple. Make your people visible, celebrate their 
achievements, celebrate improvement, all the time, constantly. 
This message was reinforced the next day when Andrew Smith of Value 
Added took us through a workshop on Two Second Lean and how it made 
the team members at one of the companies he worked at visible. He 
showed us how visibility leads to motivation and pride in team members 
and how it catapulted improvement in the business. 
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I came away from the conference with a small sense of comfort, knowing at 
our company we are well on the path to making our team visible but also 
knowing we could do better, do more and make sure that our celebration 
sessions reach everyone all the time. I'm proud that we acknowledge our 
people regularly. Even for our shy people, it's enough for them to know that 
we want to acknowledge them, even while we respect their wishes to stay 
in the shadows. 
 
Making people visible is easier than you might think. It just takes a little 
effort and creativity on your part and a true desire to acknowledge and 
celebrate everything your team members do to make your company better. 
Here are my three key ways for making people visible. 
 
Three ways to make people visible through improvement: 

1. Find a way of documenting improvements. You can do this through 
basic Before and After forms, by making videos or any other cool way 
you can think of to make improvement visible. FastCap and NZ 
Windows upload their videos to YouTube although keeping them 
internal is just as effective. 

2. Set up a regular time to celebrate improvement and recognise 
people. This could be at daily, weekly or monthly meetings. 
Encouraging people to present and talk about improvements grows 
confidence and motivation. 

3. Spend time talking with people about improvements in their areas. 
Pay attention and ask questions. You never know if the conversation 
will lead to more ideas and opportunities for you to help. 

I think that using all three of these points together gives you a nice, fully 
rounded way of making people visible but you will get benefits even if you 
just try one to start off with. 
 
I can't over emphasise the importance of making people visible in a lean 
transformation. Your team is responsible for making most of the 



improvements that make your company great. They have the ideas, they 
do the work and they deserve the acknowledgement and to know how 
much you appreciate what they do. Get excited and start celebrating them. 
Failing to do this shows them that you don't really care that much about 
improvement even if you think you do. 
 
Don't say it, show it. Make your people visible. Today. 
 
  
 

The obligation to empower 
Lean leaders have an obligation to provide the team members we are 
responsible for with the opportunity to improve their own work environment 
and processes. We must show them the way forward by leading by 
example and celebrate and recognize success as it occurs. 
In the early stages, leaders must roll up their sleeves, and do improvement 
in their own work areas, learn the appropriate tools and apply them. After 
this, comes the opportunity to share this knowledge with team members 
and encourage them to do the same. 
 
Leaders that are new to the lean way of thinking and the concept of 
‘respect for people’ can struggle with this opportunity. It can be seen as an 
inconvenient chore, ‘a waste of time’ or something that interferes with 
‘getting the job done’. Often they do not understand the long game and see 
improvement activities as something ‘more’ they have to do, merely an 
additional task in an already busy schedule. 
 
Leaders that think this way are looking at the situation from the wrong 
direction. Being able to provide team members with the opportunity to 
improve is more like a gift than a chore. The more people in the 
organisation that understand improvement culture, and have been given 



the skills and opportunity to make change, the more powerful the 
organisation. What greater gift can we give our team members than the 
chance to own their processes and environment. Lean leaders ‘get the job 
done’ and develop people at the same time. 
 
The other argument that is often put up by leaders that are new to lean 
culture is one of ‘perceived fairness’. Sometimes lean development in 
organisations is not uniform and some departments develop faster than 
others. This can have a lot to do with the maturity of the lean leadership in 
each area and the cultural challenges faced. This can lead to emerging 
leaders in the more developed areas complaining about an ‘us and them’ 
approach. Complaints such as “they aren’t doing this, why should we have 
to?’ are common. 
 
To these leaders, the message is simple. If we waited for others to be 
doing improvement as a condition for us to do improvement, we would 
never do improvement. We can only improve ourselves and our own 
processes and set an example for others. How do we encourage others to 
improve? By setting the example. It would be a terrible thing if we withheld 
the gift of empowerment from our team members on the factory floor 
because the accounting department wasn’t doing improvement yet. When 
you look at it from this perspective it seems simple and obvious but the 
concept can be very difficult to grasp for some leaders. 
 
Changing attitudes and culture is a long term process. There is no 
endgame, only a long road of endless opportunities. As a leader of leaders, 
the approach must be a commitment to the obligation of empowering team 
members to improve. In order to empower the newest employee, we must 
develop and empower our leadership first. 
 
 



How culture grows through empowering 
people to change their own processes 
I love our team member based improvement system. The work of a few 
years now, it’s really starting to come into its own. 
Once a month our wider team of around seventy people sends 
representatives from each of twelve teams to share their improvement 
activities for the month. 
Each team very briefly talks about their improvement, which is visually 
displayed on a basic A4 Before and After Improvement Report, describing 
what the problem was, what they did and the results they have seen. These 
improvements are usually recorded in terms of Quality, Cost, Delivery, 
Safety and Morale. 
It’s an inspiring session for me. As I watch our team members explain how 
they or their team personally changed their own work processes for the 
better, I am reminded both of how far the culture has come in nearly three 
years and of the truth that lean culture grows out of the empowerment and 
commitment of people. 
 
Earlier in this book you read about how to build a waste elimination culture 
in a series of simple steps. It’s a guide for people just starting out that need 
some practical advice on how to start building a lean culture in any 
company. In this section, I want to expand on how culture changes over 
time as these steps are implemented, or at least my observations on how 
culture changes. 
 

Stage One: Communicate the Target Vision 

The most important part of developing culture is clearly communicating the 
end goal or target vision for culture. In our case, the target vision is for all 
team members to have the skills and be empowered to change their own 



work processes. It is essential that everyone in the leadership team is clear 
on and understands this vision. If this is not clearly understood, resistance 
will surface later around the relative importance of improvement versus 
production for example. 
At this stage in the process there may be a degree of skepticism around 
the process. If the company is early in the transition process it’s likely you 
are the only one who has any experience in building a culture and doing 
improvement as a way of life. On the upside, at this stage its relatively easy 
to get people to ‘have a go’. 
 

Stage Two: Leaders Learn through Doing 

Before team members start to learn, leaders need to learn, understand and 
practice improvement themselves. This serves two key purposes. One, 
leaders are seen to be setting an example and two, leaders can later teach 
skills to others. 
The best way for leaders to learn is through doing. By identifying problems, 
solving them and documenting and communicating improvements, leaders 
develop their own skills and culture along the way. 
Culturally, there will be leaders who immediately get the point, take to the 
improvement process and become willing champions. There will also be 
those that are on board but struggle with the regular discipline required for 
structured improvement. A small proportion will forget, resist, declare the 
documentation side of the program a waste of time and generally lag 
behind. In the early days this is not too much of an issue. Most of them will 
come on board as culture starts to swing towards the target. Just keep 
pushing forwards. 
 

Stage Three: Review the process - Plan Do Check Act (PDCA) 

At this point it’s important to work through the proposed program with the 
leadership team. Find out which parts of the process work well and which 
bits could use work. Make sure you know what the boundaries are. For 



example, the process must be documented as simply as possible but the 
style or format of documentation is up for debate. Giving away the program 
altogether is never up for debate. Investigate the issues with the process by 
asking Why to make sure you and the team deeply understand and have 
corrected any legitimate issues before rolling this out to the wider team. 
 
When we did this we started with a weekly session, that become fortnightly 
and ultimately monthly. By stretching it out we found that everyone was 
able to achieve one improvement per team per month. Later on, it wouldn’t 
surprise me if sessions become more frequent as we get more and more 
improvements per team per month. Leaders also felt that it was important 
to start getting team members involved. This was great as they naturally 
progressed through their own learning to the next cultural development 
stage. 
 

Stage Four: Leaders Teach and Team Members Do 

At this point it’s showtime. Leaders start to invite team members to work 
with them on waste elimination projects and bring them along to present 
their improvements. This is where the magic starts to happen. By 
participating in improvement activities line team members start to feel 
empowered and their confidence grows as they stand up in front of their 
peers and receive positive recognition of their efforts. Ideas start to flow. 
Team members then begin to work independently on improvement or in 
team member led teams. 
It’s important at this stage to make sure that enough time is allocated for 
people to work on improvements. There’s no one best way to do this, the 
process should suit the leader of each area with a goal of making sure 
every team member gets a chance and is actively involved in improvement. 
Even if people are reluctant to get involved at first, what’s important is that 
they see a culture where they could participate if they wanted to. 
I recently saw an amazing example of this process. We have a team 
member who had joined the leadership team recently and had only just 



started to learn the process himself. He took to it straight away and it was 
wonderful to watch his personal confidence and sense of empowerment 
grow. He almost immediately started teaching others in his team, 
encouraged them to come and present their improvements and in one 
amazing example, presented an improvement for a team member who was 
too shy to speak. When I spoke to the shy team member later she said that 
she wouldn’t be too shy next time now she had seen what to do. Her 
teammate had made it possible for her to get involved and be recognised 
despite her shyness. That is one of the best cases of leading by example 
that I’ve seen in my twenty odd years as a lean coach. 
 

Stage Five: Team Members Teach 

As a company, we are now entering the stage of culture growth where 
team members are teaching other team members. New team members are 
beginning to be taught our improvement methods as part of their on the job 
training. Many team members are able to teach others how to work on, 
document and celebrate improvement. 
 

Stage Six: This is just the way we do things around here 

The ultimate goal is that every person in the organisation is empowered 
and has the skills to change their own process. We’ve still got a way to go 
to achieve this but we can see it on the horizon. 
 
Culture growth has its ups and downs. Even as amazing culture is 
developing in the majority of team members, there are always others who 
ultimately believe that documenting and celebrating improvement is a 
waste of time. As culture develops, these kinds of attitudes thankfully 
become less popular and will often disappear through the peer pressure 
that comes from the new culture. As this happens, discontented team 
members become more and more distressed as change continues around 



them. They may feel left out or that the company is making a terrible 
mistake. 
 
As frustrating as it can be it's best to address issues like this before they 
start to fester. Team members need to know that you appreciate their 
frustration and will try to address their concerns but that the improvement 
program itself is not going anywhere. On top of this, you expect them to 
meet their own obligations with respect to the program. Generally this 
works. Where it doesn’t, other avenues to resolve the problem must be 
taken. There can be a risk of damage to an emerging culture if it is being 
actively undermined by a few people. If the undermining is happening from 
members of the leadership team it must be immediately dealt with. 
 
Leadership resistance is easy to spot. Just look for the team with the least 
improvement happening, where team members are not contributing to the 
program. It’s unlikely that all the team members in a team do not want to do 
improvement. In my experience, most employees jump at the chance to 
effect change in their own area. The resistance most usually comes from 
the front line and middle levels of leadership. 
 
Resistance aside, the other key ingredient that must be present for culture 
change to happen is the full and active support of the owners and/or senior 
executives for the principles of the improvement program. In our company 
we are privileged to be owned by self starters who truly believe that 
ongoing and constant improvement is the only way for the future survival of 
the business. We have a clear mandate to improve and we’ve grabbed it 
with both hands. 
 
Our culture is constantly improving every day. There are setbacks, we have 
had resistance. In the end, the support of our leaders and the commitment 
of the majority of our team members drives us constantly forwards. Each 
new person who participates, learns new skills and starts working with us to 
improve our processes takes us another step closer. 



 
 
 

The importance of having a clear target 
vision for your lean transformation. 
One of the key pitfalls that companies fall into as they embark on a lean 
transformation is failing to establish a clear vision of what lean will look like 
when implemented in their business. 
 
Often, company leaders will head out on a lean tour and come back 
inspired with a strong goal of ‘we want what they have’. They then embark 
on a lean transformation journey with a vision of ‘becoming lean’. 
 
Unfortunately, this rarely works. Taking this approach will often result in 
lean transformations that start with tools. ‘Let’s put in a Kanban system” or 
“doing 5S will make us lean.’ Ultimately, tool based implementations rarely 
succeed, unless the company has specifically selected a tool that is 
addressing a critical issue. Even in those cases, the company will often 
implement only one aspect of lean, see some good results but miss all the 
other benefits of working with an overall improvement philosophy. 
Don’t get me wrong, there’s a time and place for using Toyota’s tools as 
long as we remember that these are Toyota’s tools that they developed for 
their own specific challenges, environment and culture. The problem with 
the tool based approach is that tools alone can only take us so far. We also 
end up in a situation where we believe that any improvement must be 
driving us towards our goal of becoming lean. 
 
In his studies of the Toyota Production system Mike Rother, the author of 
Toyota Kata, identified that Toyota use a combined practice of scientific 
thinking and deliberate practice to move themselves towards a specific 
target condition. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kanban
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kanban
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/5S_(methodology)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/5S_(methodology)
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~mrother/Homepage.html
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~mrother/Homepage.html
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0071635238/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0071635238&linkCode=as2&tag=theleanminima-20&linkId=aafc1b25547dc0f400f20aa2839c175c
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0071635238/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0071635238&linkCode=as2&tag=theleanminima-20&linkId=aafc1b25547dc0f400f20aa2839c175c


 
Toyota know that waste elimination is the outcome of their improvement 
journey, not the goal. They have clearly identified the target conditions they 
require. They develop these through their Hoshin Kanri process and 
everyone in the company understands the strategic goals of the company 
and how their own role ties into this. This means that when improvement 
opportunities are identified, they are assessed against how they will help to 
achieve the target vision. Improvements are prioritised to first support the 
strategic direction above all else. This is how Toyota can respond to issues 
and improve as rapidly as they do. 
 
Leaders must have a clear vision of what lean looks like in the organisation. 
In our company, the long term operational vision is “What we sell today, we 
make tomorrow.” Everything that we are doing to improve our processes is 
guided by this vision. We know that we can’t achieve our vision if we don’t 
improve our flow. We must minimise our work in process and ensure that 
quality issues are at a minimum. We analyse our constraint processes and 
focus on getting the whole production process and supply chain to function 
at the same pace as much as possible. 
 
A few years ago, we sat down and made a four year plan for our lean 
transformation. We forecast future sales, recorded leadtimes and set goals 
to achieve year on year. We even noted down the characteristics that our 
system might have at each stage of our transformation. Things like: less 
batch production, shorter set up times, more cross-skilling. We didn’t set 
any goals like ‘implement kanban system’ or ‘reduce inventory by 40%.’  
 
Our goals were more around 'have less products between process stages' 
and 'find a way to make only one day’s production per day.' We identified 
required improvements by making lists of all the obstacles that were in the 
way of achieving our goals. We put aside non essential big projects to 
concentrate on achieving a goal of one day’s production through each 
process stage and one day between stages. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hoshin_Kanri
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hoshin_Kanri
http://escea.com/
http://escea.com/


 
Over two years our production lead time through the focus area reduced 
from 15 days to 5 days. We have even exceeded some of our targets with 
less than one day between stages. Over those two years, each major 
improvement project that we have done has individually moved us further 
towards the achievement of our ultimate vision. Each completed 
improvement forms another section of the bridge from here to there. 
 
Our company has been on the lean journey for a lot longer than a few 
years and everyone who works here knows about lean and continuous 
improvement. Like a lot of companies, our lean journey has had fits and 
starts, periods of great progress and periods of slow or no progress. The 
difference in the last few years has been one very specific thing. We have a 
target vision and we are moving deliberately towards it. 
 
 

Every lean success has great people 
behind it 
 
I’ve been lucky enough to receive some great feedback about my 
contribution to the lean journey of others. 
 
This is extremely humbling and it has led me to reflect on the huge number 
of amazing people who I have collaborated with over the years on my lean 
journey. Becoming a successful leader in a lean organisation relies heavily 
on the support and buy in of the people in your team and I have been lucky 
enough to work with some fantastic colleagues. 
 
These are the people who have vision and a desire for improvement. On 
top of this they also have to be willing to take risks, break new ground and 
learn new ways of thinking about things. They take the vision of the lean 



leader and work it, mould it and drive it so that its becomes process, all the 
while tweaking things to fit in with their own knowledge and experience of 
the process. 
 
I can’t think of a single successful improvement project that didn’t have a 
group of awesome, intelligent and courageous team members involved. 
Here are a few of my memorable experiences of working with amazing 
people. 

Pre Kaizen Jitters 

I have a great memory of one team member I worked with on a 5 day 
Kaizen event on a difficult project. She had done a huge amount of 
preparation work and was heavily invested in the success of the project. 
The Kaizen event would bring senior team members from multiple locations 
for a week. It was her first experience of the Kaizen event format and the 
day before she was terrified that it wouldn’t work and experienced a high 
level of anxiety. Well, we followed the process, applied our Plan Do Check 
Act (PDCA) methodology and it did work. That team member went on to be 
a force of nature in the company for improvement and in the coming years 
led her own improvement projects and events. 

Overflowing with Vision 

My very first manager was and still is a paragon of improvement mentality. 
We got to the stage that we had a giant list of opportunities for 
improvement that lived on the whiteboard by my desk that he would add to 
as the ideas took him. He introduced me to how an improvement leader 
can drive a culture through vision, enthusiasm and a lack of barriers. At that 
time, Total Quality Management (TQM) and Theory of Constraints were the 
improvement programs of the day and my lean journey was in its infancy 
but the culture I learned there stays with me today. My manager had built a 
team of people who lived and breathed improvement in an industry that 
was as far from automotive manufacture as you could get. 



A Novel Approach 

One of my favorite lean memories is of a fellow manager who had a drive 
to make the plant he was responsible for as lean as possible. Not too 
worried about tools, techniques and lean theory he had a novel approach to 
improvement that was perfect for his particular environment and team. First 
he surveyed everyone in his team about what bugged them the most. He 
then wrote these issues up on a list and taped it to the break room table. 
From there he proceeded to work with the team to eliminate every problem 
on the list. Each problem was crossed out on the break room table until the 
whole list was finished. The level of buy in and momentum he gained from 
this was incredible. After this, getting support from his team to improve 
quality and reduce cost and lead-time was effortless. 

Courage to Take a Risk 

One of my teams thought I was more than a little crazy when, having been 
at the plant for a few months,  I suggested that we do more time consuming 
change-overs on our key machine to reduce staggering levels of inventory 
and improve an excessive production lead-time. It’s to their credit that they 
went along with the Just In Time, Set Up Reduction project I was proposing 
despite a high degree of skepticism on their own part and outright 
resistance from the sales team of the business. Of course, in the way of 
lean projects, the change was a huge success that reduced inventory 
levels by around 70% and the lead-time down to a matter of days from 
months. They also loved the shorter changeover times and became 
extremely proud of their ability to produce special products at the drop of a 
hat. Without their support in the face of their own doubt there is no way this 
project would have succeeded. 

 
My current team are just as amazing. They daily impress me with their 
ability to visualize, problem solve and implement improvement at a 
staggering rate. I learn every day from working with them and they 
constantly trigger off new ideas and visions. 



 
As has been proved to me every day for almost 20 years, the people we 
are privileged to work with are the people that continue to make our lean 
journey possible. 
  
 
 

Why you must celebrate those tiny lean 
successes 
I’ve heard it many times from really successful managers. “We’re doing 
improvement, we’re just not documenting it.” 
My eyebrows always raise a bit when I hear this particular phrase. That’s 
because the manager is missing a fantastic opportunity to energise and 
motivate their team with the magic of recognition and celebration of 
success. 
 
As an Operations Manager I get how busy the work day is. Months go by in 
a flash and we’re buried so deep in the trenches that improvement 
becomes little more than a check box to tick off on our never ending list of 
to dos. If we don’t step back and take a breath we will miss opportunities to 
reinforce and celebrate the behaviour that is ultimately moving us forwards 
as a company. 
 
I hear many examples of great improvement and encourage people to 
celebrate these successes within and outside their teams. There are many 
ways this can be done but the most important thing is that it is done. We 
encourage the right behaviour by modelling and praising that behaviour. If 
your team member made a great improvement, you need to make a big 
deal or even just a little deal about it. 
 



You may not realise it but employees get a lot of fantastic benefits from 
even the smallest amount of public recognition. Recognition of peers 
inspires confidence, a sense of belonging. motivation and a desire to keep 
doing the behaviour. 
 
Sometimes team members are reluctant to document or quantify 
improvements because they don’t know how to express improvements 
tangibly. Spending time with them to coach them through this will help them 
grow in skills and confidence which will ultimately lead to them quantify 
their own improvements in the future. 
 
As a manager, it’s easy to miss the significance of this seemingly 
insignificant practice but I guarantee if you start doing this you will hear 
about more improvements, more often. 
  
 

Using PDCA to drive improvements to the 
next level 
It happens in every system. You find a problem, record your current state, 
experiment towards the target vision, come up with a fantastic solution and 
feel that great sense of achievement from making your environment better. 
Time passes, your system is in place and working, you even see some 
improvement in your system. However, it’s just not achieving stellar results. 
Technically, there’s nothing wrong, you just get the feeling the system 
could do more if you could just break the code. 
 
I had this experience recently with our Waste Out Programme. I talk about 
the details of the programme in other sections of this book so I’m not going 
to go into that here. The key goal of this programme is to empower 
everyone to make improvement a daily, business as usual, way of doing 
things. We’ve been working on the system for three and a half years and 



each year the reach of programme has extended and more and more 
people have been involved. It’s an amazing thing to experience and we’re 
very proud of our team and their accomplishments. 
 
We use a classic tool of lean practitioners everywhere to record our 
improvements, namely the A4 Before and After Improvement Report. It’s 
simple, easy to use and no frills. Each month, we get together as a team 
and present our improvements to each other by standing around the board 
in a toolbox format. We’ve had to relocate our toolbox three times in the 
last three years as the level of involvement keeps growing and we keep 
needing more space. 
 
That’s a fantastic result you say. Why on earth do you think you need to 
improve on that! 
Well, I have 67 people in my team and there’s 115 people in the company. 
We have around 20 people each month in our Waste Out toolbox. That’s 
95 less people than I’d like to see celebrating and learning from 
improvement with us. 
 
As a whole, our target vision stays the same. We want to bring daily 
improvement culture to everyone in our company. After three years it's now 
time to change the immediate goal we’re trying to achieve. We now need to 
move deliberately towards the new goal. Ultimately we want everyone in 
the company to see and celebrate improvement all the time. We need to 
find more ways we can encourage them to record and celebrate their own 
improvements, building confidence and culture at the same time. 
The trusty Plan Do Check Act/Adjust (PDCA) cycle is our ‘Go To’ 
philosophy when we’re trying to work towards a new goal. This is how we 
gave our Waste Out programme a step change to the next level in terms of 
PDCA. 
 
 



PLAN 

In assessing our current state, we explored the obstacles to making 
improvement more accessible to all our team members. One of the 
obstacles is the A4 improvement report itself. The report is very simple and 
easy to use but has two disadvantages. One: You need to be able to put 
your thoughts into writing to some extent. Two: You can only show pictures 
or sketches of the place of work (Gemba) which can make it hard to explain 
complicated improvements. I made another observation when talking about 
improvements with team members in other departments. They had plenty 
of improvements to tell me about but I was but not seeing them celebrated. 
We needed a way to make communicating improvements accessible to all, 
even if someone didn’t attend our monthly toolbox. 
 
Now I’ve been a great admirer of Paul Akers and his amazing team at 
FastCap for a few years now. In saying that, I’ve always been both 
impressed and daunted by the FastCap method of recording video 
improvements. I’d always wanted to try it but had been reluctant to pitch 
this to my team as they seemed a little afraid of putting themselves out 
there in video form. 

DO 

In the spirit of experimenting towards the goal, or firing a bullet rather than 
a cannonball as our inspiring company founder and CEO always 
advocates, myself and another brave team member decided to record our 
next Waste Outs in video form instead of on an A4 report. We had to 
experiment a bit to get it right but in the end had two FastCap style 
improvement videos. We tested these videos on our Waste Out team at the 
next session. We also posted them on our group Facebook page and 
created QR codes linked to YouTube to make the videos more accessible. 
 
 

https://paulakers.net/
https://paulakers.net/
https://www.fastcap.com/content/lean-videos
https://www.fastcap.com/content/lean-videos


CHECK 

To our surprise and delight, the feedback from our experiment was 
overwhelming positive. We thought videos would be too confronting and 
scary for our shyer team members but I had at least one tell me that 
starring in a video was way less scary than standing up in front of twenty 
people. On top of this, my clever team members immediately saw other 
advantages, which often happens in the improvement process. They saw 
the potential for bringing others into their processes, for making their 
improvements easier to understand by filming them at the Gemba and for 
showcasing their progress. By communicating improvements to a wider 
audience using digital media solutions, we reached a much higher 
percentage of our company community. I mean, who can resist clicking on 
a new video that pops up on your feed, especially if its someone you know. 

ADJUST (ACT) 

Going forwards we now need to make sure the right tools and technology 
are available to team members and do some coaching on how to make 
video Waste Outs. Then we need to sit back and watch as we get more 
and more involvement from all team members over the coming months and 
years 
 
Our experience shows that you can create an entire mindset shift and drive 
improvements to the next level just by applying the PDCA cycle, even if it's 
already working. The journey towards perfection encourages us to keep 
striving further ahead, to never accept the status quo and this applies to 
leadership systems as well as to physical processes. I'm really excited to 
see what improvements our team will come up with next whether they're on 
paper or on social media. 
 
 
 
 
 



Section 3 - Problem Solving and 
Other Tools 
 
This last section of the book is about tools. Its last because in my view tools 
come after philosophy. They are a means to an end, but only once the end 
vision has been visualised. 
 
Lean tools are powerful weapons in the improvement arsenal but used 
independently without vision and leadership they will yield only temporary 
results. 
 
In saying that, a well deployed lean tool is truly awesome in its 
effectiveness but don’t be afraid to change and adapt lean tools to suit your 
own specific needs. Unless you are a seventy year old Japanese car 
company, you can just about guarantee that some adaptation will be 
required.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Lean Minimalist approach to keeping 
improvements simple 
It’s easy to over complicate the solution to a problem. Often, the problem 
itself is so frustrating that any solution looks good on the surface. Even a 
smart, experienced improvement team can inadvertently get sidetracked 
into creating a solution that is more complicated than the fall-out from the 
problem they were trying to solve. 
 
While lean thinking in itself is a minimalist approach to manufacturing, the 
huge literature and consulting industry that has sprung out of the 
philosophy of the Toyota Production System is anything but. A tempting 
solution for businesses today is to take what appears to be an ‘out of the 
box’ lean solution or program and apply it to their own processes in the 
assumption that one size fits all. 
 
Unfortunately, lean transformation is more ‘bespoke’ than ‘off the shelf’ 
when it comes to lean tools. Solutions come from a deep understanding of 
the issues and the creative minds of the improvement team rather than 
from a textbook or a software package. 
 
Minimalism has a strong foundation in the belief that only things that add 
value to an individual are worth retaining. If a thing or activity is no longer 
adding value a minimalist will strongly consider removing it. Applying a 
minimalist approach to lean problem solving can avoid creating inadvertent 
process clutter and will go a long way to developing the leanest solutions 
possible. 
 
Here are a three tips for avoiding over-complicated solutions and systems 
when developing process improvements. 



1. Really understand the problem you are trying to solve 

It doesn’t really matter what problem solving / root cause analysis tool you 
use to get to the bottom of the issue as long as you spend some time really 
understanding the problem. 
Questions like: ‘Why don’t we like things the way they are?’ and ‘What’s so 
bad about the way we do it now?’ are really useful for getting down into the 
nitty gritty. I also like to ask ‘What would be the problem with keeping things 
the way they are now?’ This question usually generates a whole lot of 
reasons why things have to change, which inevitably guides the 
development of solutions later. 
There is also no substitute for going into the actual process itself to really 
witness and experience first hand why something is an issue. 
Asking ‘Why?’ multiple times is also useful to get past the surface level 
issues and really get down into the root cause. 

2. Keep the solution simple 

Over time, I have heard my own team starting to repeat a number of 
phrases when developing solutions. It’s common to hear “That’s too 
complicated, there must be a simpler way?” or “This needs to almost 
manage itself” or “If we put that in place it will fall over, it needs to be 
bulletproof” 
What is happening is that a bunch of really busy, highly organised people 
with a lot to do have a desire to create solutions that have the lowest 
impact possible on their already high administrative load. They have 
identified that managing complex systems does not really add value to their 
daily processes so they naturally try to develop minimalist management 
systems for their lean improvements. They forgo high maintenance Kanban 
card systems for super basic visually managed processes instead. They 
change flow paths to reduce the management required to get the parts in 
the right place. They shy away from anything that requires complex 
training, data entry or high skill levels to manage and look for something 
more basic. 



Solutions need to follow the rule of “nothing more that what is necessary” to 
achieve the requirement metrics of Quality Cost Delivery Safety and 
Morale. Anything more than that is waste. The reality is that our ideal 
solution will reduce the amount of non value adding activities in the process 
without adding any. This idea should also be applied to any Check or 
Adjust processes that are required due to the improvement. 

3. Aim for perfection and work backwards from there. 

When it comes to creating solutions to problems always keep your eye on 
the prize. A future state visualization is helpful to make sure everyone can 
see and agrees on what perfection might look like. Once everyone can see 
the end goal they will naturally develop solutions as close to that goal as 
possible. If perfection can’t be achieved, then a step back can be taken. 
If the process is approached from a different angle, where developing a 
solution is the priority, the team is more likely to simply latch on to the first 
viable option and run with it. It is always helpful to ask, “How close does 
this solution get us to the goal of perfection?” 
 
Of course, perfection isn’t always achievable. Sometimes, we do have to 
just take the best solution possible at the time. Even in these cases holding 
onto the goal of the perfect solution will drive further improvement activities 
on the process and highlight obstacles that have to be overcome to achieve 
it. 

 
By using a more minimalist approach, team members will be more likely to 
consider how the solution adds value to the process and also at a team 
level. They will take the higher level view of how the solution fits into the 
constant search for perfection and ultimately generate solutions that are 
simpler, leaner and better for everyone in the team. 
 
 
 



Avoiding the pitfalls of visual display boards 
 
Anyone who has been involved with lean for any period of time has had 
experience with one of the most powerful and also one of the trickiest lean 
tools around. The visual display board. Even if you don’t know much about 
lean you will probably imagine a lean company with lots of beautiful and 
impressive visual boards all over the place. 
 
When designed and used correctly a visual display board is an asset to any 
team. They keep us on track, communicate important information and if 
done right become indispensable. 
 
Visual displays are an attractive lure for companies starting on the lean 
journey. Companies well down the path always look amazing with colourful 
and well used visual display boards they swear by. The incorrect 
assumption that is easy to make is that these boards spring up overnight. 
In reality they are created over time with multiple iterations and even 
restarts. 
 
It’s not uncommon to see visual display boards that are overloaded, out of 
date, hidden away in a corner or generally neglected. This is a two fold 
problem. In the first instance, the board is not adding value to the team that 
owns it and secondly, its creating a false impression that visual display 
boards are a waste of time. 
 
In this section, I wanted to discuss some common pitfalls I have seen 
around visual display boards and provide a simple guide on how to get 
these right so that you can reap the benefits this powerful tool can provide. 
The overriding theme would be to avoid creating a board unless you really 
need one and that need should be really obvious to everyone. 



Content is critical 

It’s well known in lean leadership circles that daily meetings are the 
cornerstone of a well run lean operation. These meetings will usually cover 
recent performance, look at important Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 
and generate actions for the next day/week etc. 
 
These meetings are generally held around some kind of visual display 
system or board. This is great. Well run visual display boards are a huge 
benefit to daily meetings. The trap is in the content of the board itself. Avoid 
‘pre populating’ a board with topics that you think are relevant or should be 
discussed. The need to create value in the process should drive the 
content of the board, not preconceptions on what ‘should’ be managed. 
 
A good board will evolve out of a critical need to manage or improve a 
process. It may also serve to deliver important information to those that 
need it in an efficient way. For newer lean practitioners, I would avoid 
creating a board for daily meetings at first but just have a blank white board 
or similar and maybe a few post its. Alternatively, select the one critical KPI 
that your team lives and dies by and make that the key focus area.  
 
Over time, you will notice that specific topics come up regularly and create 
themselves a space on the board. As another option, start by asking the 
team what they need (not want) to see on the board. This gives a good 
indication of what the people doing the value adding work find important. 
What I have observed with boards that are unsuccessful or only partially 
successful is that the irrelevant sections get ignored over time and become 
like white elephants taking up wall real estate. Sections that are working 
well are always obvious because they will be up to date or covered with 
relevant information. 
 
 



Keep it simple 

Approach visual display from a minimalist view point. Find the simplest way 
to achieve the purpose of the board and avoid anything that requires 
serious administration to maintain. It’s easy to be lured into conversations 
like ‘If we made it a wheel you could turn it….”, “We can print multi coloured 
laminated cards”.. and my favourite “let’s make a spreadsheet”. 
 
Don’t get me wrong, I love my spreadsheets and there’s definitely a time 
and place for using tools to create meaningful information out of data. The 
pitfall is in beginning with these tools as a matter of course. 
Buy in comes from an understanding of everyone in the team as to where 
the information comes from, how it is updated and why it’s important. If you 
can’t explain it to the newest member of your team in a few minutes it's 
probably too complex. 

If you’re not prepared to update it….don’t put it up there 

Another pitfall is putting too much information or non value adding 
information on a visual display board. It’s tempting when creating a board 
to fall into the trap that more is better. In my experience it’s quite the 
opposite. Too much content can take away from the impact of the board 
and prevent its true purpose from shining through as clear as possible. 
Updating boards takes time and effort and once the board is created the 
information must be updated consistently to keep the board legitimate and 
relevant. If you’re finding yourself updating information and wondering if 
you really need to be doing this, you probably need to review the contents 
of that board. 
 
There is nothing worse that a team board with an action plan where the 
actions are months old or the graphs are out of date. It sends a terrible 
leadership message and is demotivating to team members. My advice is 
never put anything on a visual display board that you aren’t prepared to 



commit to updating regularly, even daily or more than once a day 
depending on the nature of the board. 

Separate ‘general information' from 'process management' 

Wherever possible, try to keep process management information separate 
from general information. General information has a tendency to be 
variable in size and content, such as minutes and notices while process 
information is generally quite static. When combined on the same board the 
general information can start to encroach on the critical process 
information. 

It doesn’t have to look perfect (sorry Marketing team). 

It’s unlikely that any new visual display will be perfect first time so don’t go 
printing headings and drawing permanent lines just yet. 
A board makes itself more permanent over time when you realise that no 
one has needed to adjust it for a while and it's getting updated religiously. 
At no point does it need to look sensational to do its job. Neat, tidy, easily 
understood yes, but colour coordinated? Not really. To be fair to my 
Marketing buddies, those guys make stuff look good in their sleep so 
there’s nothing wrong with a bit of flair. The trouble comes when making 
the board look good is the point of the board. 
 
Some of my favourite visual display boards still have their lines drawn in 
slightly smudged whiteboard marker but they perform their function just as 
well as other boards that look like a million bucks and also function 
brilliantly. The function comes first. 
  

Review the board regularly 

Change is a constant in a lean organisation and its not uncommon for a 
board to outlive its purpose. This is OK. It can happen when a fundamental 
change is made to a process that either eliminates or reduces the need to 
manage certain KPIs. It can also happen when a team realises that an area 



that they thought they needed to manage with a board could be managed 
another way and this makes the board redundant. Keep it fluid. Don’t hang 
on to boards just because they used to be important. 
 
In my experience, wall real estate for boards can be in as high a demand 
as floor space. By reviewing the board you can decide whether the space 
being used for a board might be better used for managing another area 
without using more space. 
Regular review of boards will catch and eliminate non value adding 
information early and keep the board relevant and powerful. In a 
continuous improvement environment, constant small process changes 
makes it inevitable that boards will evolve and adapt with improvement. 

 
Visual display boards on a whole are great. Don't be discouraged from 
developing and using boards for your own processes. I have definitely 
created boards with my team that we would be lost without. I see the value 
that other team members get out of their own boards. What I do know that 
those boards are the result of multiple iterations, re-dos and discussion and 
are completely unique to the needs of each team. There is always more we 
can do to make these more powerful and relevant. You can be sure that a 
few months from now, they’ll be better than they are now and that’s how it 
should be. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Locking down the CA in the PDCA cycle for 
complex business processes 
 
Years ago, I spent a lot of time working in kaizen teams developing and 
improving standard systems for business process related value streams. 
Out of necessity, I developed a great little tool that helped the teams to 
sustain processes once they had put them in place. 
This tool came about once I started to observe that the improvement teams 
I was working with were fantastic at developing clever innovative systems 
using the Plan and Do parts of the Deming PDCA cycle but struggled to 
communicate and implement the required Check and Act processes to 
keep the system in place and working. Generally, this was in situations 
where complex processes had to be managed across departments and 
sometimes even locations, making it difficult to keep communication flowing 
and processes standard across multiple teams. 
And so the Training Tools Measurement and Management (TTMM) matrix 
was born. This matrix is a one stop shop for understanding all parts of a 
business process at the same time. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/PDCA
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Figure 1: An example of the Tools Techniques Measurement and 
Management (TTTM) matrix for a generic work order costing process 
The beauty of this tool is that it helps teams to develop all the parts of a 
process at once, so that measuring and managing is considered at the 
same time as developing processes and writing procedures. It's also easily 
communicated to multiple process users, making it much easier to achieve 
a standard approach. 
 
Of course, following the PDCA cycle without using this matrix will lead to 
the same results if done properly. The TTMM matrix is just a quick and 
easy guideline to making sure all the bases are covered. It’s a great way to 



close out complex business process improvement activities and 
communicate to all stakeholders the key fundamental requirements to keep 
the process running. 
 
 
 

Improve your 5S culture by lowering your 
standards 
In our company, we are working on improving our 5S culture at the 
moment. One of the focus areas is about setting, updating or improving 
standards for each of our areas. Over the time we have been doing this I 
have spent a lot of time thinking about how best to drive 5S improvement 
culture through the use of standards. 
 
To make it clear, by ‘standard’ I mean some way of making it obvious what 
the standard for an area or workspace is. I’m not defining this as a specific 
method for making standards as this should be fairly open and suit the 
specific environment or needs of the area owner. It could be a photo, some 
bullet points, a checklist, or even a vision statement. What’s important is 
that the ideal state for the area is communicated in a way that is 
understood by the owner and the observer. 
 
When setting a standard we need to be realistic about where we are in the 
5S journey and set our standards accordingly. If we think about 5S as a 
long journey to perfection, it’s great to have a vision of what the end state 
might look like. Along the way, it’s a good idea to have many smaller 
milestones to reach for so we can experience a feeling of making progress. 
If we only focus on perfection, we are likely to miss celebrating the many 
incremental steps that were achieved along the way. 
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By setting a perfect standard we can sometimes make the standard 
impossible to realise. It's much better to set a realistic standard that 
requires some improvement to achieve but doesn't necessarily ask for 
perfection all at once. The other downside to focusing on perfection as a 5S 
standard is that we lose sight of the true purpose of 5S, which is to make 
problems obvious and to continuously improve. 
 
For example, a while ago I reduced the physical size of my desk from 1800 
mm x 800 mm to 1200 mm x 700 mm as part of my ongoing project to 
minimise the space I take up to do my work. This included eliminating my 
drawers and replacing them with a mobile office bag. Currently this bag sits 
on the floor as I don’t have a specific place for it. It’s OK on the floor, it’s not 
in the way, it has everything I need and it’s taking up much less space than 
the set of drawers that used to be on the floor. It’s just not as pretty. I keep 
the bag open so the items are accessible, which again doesn’t look as 
pretty but allows me to access everything I need quickly, without extra 
movements.  To make these deliberate choices clear my 5S standard has a 
specific bullet point that addresses my bag. It says ‘Items on floor as per 
standard” and shows the bag in the photo. 
 

 
In an ideal world my bag would be mounted on the side of my desk for easy 
access, although it’s interesting how little I still use it (once or twice a day). 



In the long term I’d like to reduce reaching under the desk to access it and 
a key part of the 5S process is continuous improvement. When I do move 
it, my 5S standard will be updated to show the improvement and the future 
standard will show a higher level of 5S than before.  
 
If I was to show a 5S standard that said ‘no items on the floor’ or didn’t 
show the bag in the photo, I would constantly be below the required 
standard. Nobody likes to be below standard so it’s much better for me to 
set a realistic achievable standard that clearly states how things should be 
under normal conditions. 
 
You might be wondering how you get around the possibility of people 
setting really low standards for their area and let’s face it, it’s tempting for 
people to do. In the end, it’s all about making the standard a stretch but not 
putting it out of reach. Below is a photo of my desk today. That’s what it 
looks like at the moment. I have an extra jacket due to the cold in the 
factory, my lunch is in a plastic bag on the floor (to stop it dripping on the 
carpet while it defrosts), I have paper and notes on my desk and a rolled up 
mat on the side that’s waiting for an owner. It’s not perfect and it doesn’t 
meet the standard right now, at this moment. 

 



It’s close though and at the end of the working day, it will be restored to the 
level the standard requires, except for the mat. My challenge is to maintain 
the standard I have set for myself and improve on the standard over time. 
There are some key themes here that are important to note: 

1. I have set the standard for myself 
2. My standard is focused on a specific area and refers to specific areas 

to address 
3. You can’t see it but my standard is in line with what the company 

requires as a minimum standard. 
4. My standard is achievable 

It’s important that we don’t set 5S standards too high along our journey. If a 
standard is unachievable, team members will become demotivated and 
frustrated with the program itself. “It’s impossible.’ ‘unrealistic’, ‘they just 
don’t get it’ and ‘waste of time, we’ll never get there so why bother’ will be 
phrases that are heard often. 
 
As, a leader It’s easy to demand perfection. It’s just a few words after all for 
us. For our team members however it can be an unreasonable expectation 
with no hope of success on the horizon. If we start by demanding less than 
perfection, but more than now, our team members are set up to succeed 
from the beginning and the results will speak for themselves.  
  
 



 

When starting out with Lean Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs) - Less is 
More 
In an earlier essay, I talked about the key pitfalls of visual display boards 
and some tips for avoiding them. I briefly mentioned what I believe is a key 
fundamental for new lean practitioners or those new to visual display 
boards which is to avoid having too many Key Performance Indicators 
(KPIs) when you’re first starting out. 
 
It’s easy to get seduced by the thousands of examples of amazing visual 
display out there. Colorful and visually seductive, these images give the 
impression of systems that are truly and perfectly under control. We can 
easily be convinced that the more we measure, the more ‘lean’ we will be. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. The fact is, why would we measure 
something if it doesn’t add value, or assist in adding more value to the 
customer? In the end, we owe it to our customers to only measure and 
display what we truly have to, to avoid adding further unnecessary cost to 
the product or service we are offering. 
 
In my experience, it’s better to focus on what matters and drive a small 
number of KPIs rather than casting the net wide. It’s not about who’s board 
is bigger! The reality is that good boards that add enough value to offset 
the expense of maintaining them evolve out of a critical need to manage or 
improve a process. 
 
A good rule of thumb when working out which KPIs are critical to you and 
which are not is to use the ‘survival rule.’ Ask yourself if you can operate 



without knowing the details of this KPI. If your answer is ‘Absolutely not, 
OMG, don’t take away my precious data’ then it’s probably worth keeping in 
the maybe pile. Conversely, if your answer is ‘Frankly, I’m not sure who 
even uses this information anyway’ then get it as far away from your 
management process as possible. 
 
It is wise however to be careful when starting to focus on any KPI that we 
do not focus on it to the exclusion or detriment of other critical KPIs. For 
example, I once worked with an inventory controller whose mission in life 
(incentivised) was to drive down inventory. Focused and committed, he 
spent a great deal of time reducing stock levels and saved the company a 
great deal of money in terms of the value of inventory. However, this 
inventory controller was not incentivised or motivated whatsoever to 
achieve delivery in full on time (DIFOT). Directed by the financial 
department and not by operations, he failed to ensure that the customers of 
the company were receiving their products in a timely manner. This made 
the customer service team, who were motivated and incentivised by DIFOT 
very frustrated.  
 
This is a great example of a localised KPI that doesn’t take customer value 
into account. Conversely, I’ve also seen examples where companies have 
held too much of everything to make sure their customer never suffers, to 
catastrophic effect on cash flow. The pendulum can swing both ways. This 
is a tip in itself. Successful KPIs focus on delivering value to the customer 
while protecting the long term survival of the business. 
 

Case Study: Starting KPIs from scratch with a clean slate 

A colleague of mine was keen to implement KPIs in his distribution 
warehouse. Up to that point, we weren’t measuring anything, mostly 
because there weren’t too many issues making us uncomfortable. On a 
lean tour of other facilities we saw a lot of great KPIs in use. We saw 
boards covered in data, digital and hard copy. On our return to our own 



facility I asked my colleague what he had learned from the lean tour and 
how it had affected his thinking about implementing KPIs. His response 
was that despite all he had seen, he had realised that he only deeply cared 
about one thing, whether his facility delivered the right product every time. 
He needed a distribution version of the KPI known as First Time Pass Yield 
(FTPY) to measure pick accuracy. I asked him if he wanted to monitor 
Delivery In Full On Time (DIFOT), a standard metric for distribution centres. 
He said “Why?”, we never miss a shipment, that’s not the issue, what I care 
about is the the shipments that get to the customer but have the wrong 
part. So that’s what he measured. He put a big whiteboard up in the area 
and put one KPI on it. It was abundantly clear to everyone in the area what 
the target vision for the area was. Not long after this, the team celebrated a 
month where pick accuracy was 100%. Because this approach was used, 
the development of the rest of the board was very deliberate. The team 
identified information they couldn’t live without and slowly added to the 
board. The result today is one of the best examples of living visual display 
I’ve seen in twenty years of being heavily involved in continuous 
improvement. 
 

Case Study: Inheriting someone else’s board 

A marketing colleague of mine inherited a large series of six boards when 
she started with the company. She was shown the boards, set up by the 
previous leader of the area, and told to keep them up and working. Not long 
into her tenure, she admitted to me that she had no idea what the boards 
were trying to achieve and felt that she was missing something. In addition, 
her team didn’t really know what the boards were for either. What was 
missing was that these boards had been set up so that the team could 
‘have boards’. In addition, they had been set up by the previous manager 
whose target vision and key focus areas were different to the new 
manager. Once she realised this, she started working out what KPIs were 
really important to her team and what actually needed visual management. 
From there, she revamped the boards to suit. A  few months later she 
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realised that some of the KPIs she had chosen weren’t as relevant as she 
had originally thought, so she removed them and replaced them with what 
she really wanted to measure and manage. Over time, as she has matured 
in the role, the boards have matured with her and are now an essential part 
of the team’s management system. 

 
When it comes to choosing what KPIs to use in your business, less is 
definitely more. KPIs should support your journey towards your target 
vision while making sure that basic commercial and safety targets are met 
as well. 
 
In the simplest terms, if a KPI is not helping you move forwards in line with 
your strategic plan then it is waste. We are striving to drive waste out of our 
companies, not bring more in. 
 
Like many lean boffins I like my graphs, there’s something about watching 
the line go in the right direction that fills me with great satisfaction. These 
days, I make sure that I’m only watching one or two really important lines. 
 
 
 

Clear that Desk! - Tips on achieving a more 
minimalist, lean workspace 
In an earlier essay I talked about managing workplace clutter and my own 
personal quest for a minimal ‘lean’ workspace. At the time, I wasn’t sure 
how easy my seriously pared down workspace was going to work out. 
Would I be buried under clutter a few months later, or constantly frustrated 
by having nowhere to put anything? 
 
In fact, the transition has been ridiculously easy. Not once have I regretted 
any of the decisions I made and in fact, not having drawers to manage, 



organise and of course dust has been really liberating. My workspace looks 
exactly the same as it did in December 2017 when I made the change and 
I’ve never looked back. 
 
Recently, some of my colleagues in marketing are now in the position 
where they need to fit extra desks into their work area and they are now 
facing a similar challenge as they move from 1800 mm wide desks down to 
an austere 1200 mm. This is a massive challenge for my marketing 
buddies. They are faced with obstacles that go from where to fit two 
screens and a large computer box to how to find a place for their essential 
snacks. 
 
As I’ve been coaching them through this process I’ve worked out a few tips 
for anyone who wants to reduce their workspace footprint or create a 
leaner more minimalist desk. 

1.  Stay Calm 

Don’t think for a second that this process is not going to be overwhelming 
at times. I’ve been in the process of downsizing my required office space 
for years and every time I take another step I start feeling stressed, under 
pressure and overwhelmed. It’s really hard to decide what to do with all the 
things that accumulate over time. 
Just breathe and work through things a little bit at a time. 

2.  Trial run 

Using tape, post-its or another method, artificially reduce your the size of 
your desk. Then try arranging your items in the new space. 
When I took my desk down from 1800 mm to 1200 mm I prepared for the 
change quite deliberately. I spent a few weeks with my desk taped off at 
different sizes to work out exactly how small a workspace I could get away 
with. I rearranged my essential things, computer, phone etc as if they were 
already on a smaller desk. This way I found that I could get away with 
reducing the depth of my desk from 800 mm to 700 mm but not to 600 mm 



if I wanted to keep a large monitor. I also worked out I could get away with 
a 1000 mm wide desk but opted for 1200 mm for a bit of luxury! 
During this process I clearly identified what would need to change for me to 
be able to work with this smaller size. For example, I problem solved to 
remove a document holder I had that didn’t fit by working out what 
paperwork I had to have with me every day, what i needed less frequently 
and what added no value in hard copy. 
Little by little I worked through each issue, finding lightweight, paperless 
solutions to many of things that would prevent me from moving forwards. 
There are thousands of stationary and office accessory solutions out there. 
You just need to find what works for you and your specific situation. 

3.  Office Packing Party 

A novel approach I have encouraged my marketing colleagues to try is the 
Packing Party concept. Pioneered by Ryan Nicodemus of The Minimalists 
as a radical way of decluttering his house, the concept can also be applied 
to your desk. Pack everything up from your desk into tubs or boxes, leaving 
a clear empty space. Then begin your work day. As you need something, 
‘unpack’ it and put it on your desk. I guarantee at the end of the first day, 
you will have a fraction of your items unpacked. Do this for a few weeks or 
even a month and take note of what you actually need to do your job. At 
the end of this trial, make some decisions about what to keep and what to 
discard. 

4.  Be prepared to work with less 

Unfortunately, there is no way that you can move to a smaller workspace 
without a few casualties along the way. Many of us have mementos, photos 
and other items on our desks that may have to go by the wayside as we 
pursue a more minimalist workspace. To get past this, I try to put things 
into perspective by thinking about my factory based colleagues who work in 
shared, designed workspaces with no room for personal items. I also try 
and think about how personal items will add value to my daily work 
process. I’m not saying we shouldn’t have the odd fun trinket around the 
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place. I have a couple myself. These just have to be kept at a level that will 
allow us to work in a smaller place comfortably. 
 
Office space can be at a premium as businesses grow. Unfortunately, for 
many businesses the perfect, stylish, architecturally designed office space 
is an unreachable pipe dream. Just as in manufacturing, we find ourselves 
needing to do more with less. Reducing workspace size is one way of 
creating more space in a cramped office, or getting essential new 
resources into a previously spacious one. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



A Last Word of Encouragement 
 
I hope that the essays in this book have given you the confidence and 
inspiration to just get started with lean. 
 
Lean is a long, endless journey and results are hard won and often slow in 
coming. 
 
All you have to decide is whether things could be better and then just act 
upon it. 
 
Coming back to this book and maybe even following my blog The Lean 
Minimalist will help keep you motivated and give you new inspiration when 
you start to feel like you’re getting nowhere. 
 
There are thousands of people just like me and now you who are on this 
journey with you, wishing you all the success in the world and the strength 
to just keep moving forwards, one improvement at a time. 
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