
ditions and criteria.  Some 
of the criteria may be 
more important in earlier 
phases than at later 
phases, or visa-versa.  
What’s important is that 
you shouldn’t embark on 
your journey or continue 
your journey without con-
sidering and continually 
reflecting on your current 
state, which takes a num-
ber of factors into ac-
count.  For example: 

 

 Business Conditions 

If you are just trying to 
survive or are under ex-
treme pressure to immedi-
ately improve perform-
ance, then leadership 
should focus on the im-
mediate application of 
lean tools (i.e., kaizens, 
waste elimination, Five S’s, 
etc.) and save the develop-
ment of a lean culture for 
better times.  If you are 
feeling the pressures of 
competition and recognize 
the need to improve, get 
going with the tools but, 
in parallel, work on chang-
ing the culture to sustain 
and continue the improve-
ments.  In you are in a 
growing, flourishing busi-
ness that is facing little 
pressure, then work spe-
cifically on developing the 
lean culture and apply the 
tools as a manifestation of 
this culture. 

 This is the first in a 5-part 
series that originally appeared 
in Start Magazine. 

 

Navigating Your Way to Suc-
cessful Lean Transformation 

By Andy Carlino 

Roadmaps act as a guide 
to get you from where you 
are to where you want to 
go.  They don’t prescribe 
the route you should take, 
but rather give you a vari-
ety of options.  You may 
want the scenic route, or 
the fastest route, or a 
route with interesting 
stops along the way.  Your 
choice will depend on 
your special set of condi-
tions and criteria. The lean 
roadmap presented here is 
based on the standards 
and approaches of many 
companies that are suc-
ceeding on their lean jour-
ney and our best effort to 
illustrate those experi-
ences.   

 

 The roadmap consists of 
five phases  -- but, like any 
roadmap --   it is simply a 
guide to help companies 
chart their course through 
the complex landscape of 
a lean transformation.  No 
one course is recom-
mended.  Your course will 
depend on your under-
standing of exactly where 

you are, what conditions 
or issues you are dealing 
with through each phase 
of the trip, and your will-
ingness and ability to 

adapt and change based 
on actual experiences and 
learning.   

It’s important to recognize 
that you can view the 
roadmap from a depart-
ment, plant or company 
level.  You can have one 
part of an organization at 
one level (Phase I, for 
example), while other 
parts, or even the entire 
organization, are at an-
other level (Phase II, for 
example). The lines be-
tween each phase are of-
ten blurred and the char-
acteristics can bleed to-
gether.  

Regardless of what phase 
of the journey you are in, 
it is extremely important 
that you understand and 
consider your current con-
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Leadership Involvement 

The ideal state is to have 
senior leadership actively 
engaged in the lean journey 
--  not just sitting in a seat--  
but also driving the vehicle.  
Unfortunately, as often as 
not, senior leadership will 
typically delegate the re-
sponsibility of leading the 
lean journey to others of 
lesser authority.   

Sometimes you must lead 
up.  For example, at a major 
gas and electric utility com-
pany, there was difficulty in 
the early stages to engage 
senior leadership on the 
journey, although there was 
a sponsor in their ranks.  To 
combat this, activities and 
structures were put into 
place at the management 
levels to implement and 
institutionalize lean.  This 
elevated the value and re-
sults of lean to senior lead-
ership. Today, senior leader-
ship is active and very effec-
tive in leading the utility on 
its lean journey. 

 

 Baggage 

A current state characteris-
tic that is often overlooked 
when designing a lean ap-
proach is the “baggage” of 
the organization.  Baggage 
is the “bad taste” that has 
been left by past unsuccess-
ful organizational initiatives  
It doesn’t make any differ-
ence if the baggage is real or 
simply perceived.  Don’t 
ignore it; it must be consid-
ered. Some of that baggage 
may include past corporate 
initiative (CI) activities re-
sulting in layoffs, failed 
satisfaction of expectations, 

or the typical “program of 
the month” syndrome.  The 
organization will wait you 
out or wear you out until 
the latest initiative fades as 
well. 

 

 Culture 

What is the cultural makeup 
of the company?  Are there 
particular sensitivities to 
consider? For the longest 
time, a Japanese team could 
not be used in  US auto 
manufacturers.  Part of the 
cultural considerations may 
also include language. For 
example, multi-lingual capa-
bilities may be required for 
training and development.   
We have even experienced 
literacy issues.  At a major 
aerospace supplier, we in-
troduced the basic tools of 
lean expecting significant 
results as the organization 
had many easy opportuni-
ties for improvement.  It 
wasn’t until there was little 
evidence of tangible results 
that we realized that we had 
some basic reading and 
math deficiencies that had 
to be addressed.   

 

 Resources 

The desired state is to have 
resources available to de-
velop and dedicate certified 
lean specialists to the busi-
ness units, plants or specific 
areas.  They can act as the 
internal consultants that 
teach, facilitate and help 
direct the efforts.  Because 
of the size of the company 
or the competition for re-
sources, lean often becomes 
an additional responsibility 
added to someone’s current 
responsibilities.  Regardless, 

resource availability or con-
straints must be considered 
when designing your ap-
proach. 

 

 Integration 

More often than not, lean is 
introduced into an organiza-
tion either during or after 
other CI initiatives.  This 
often causes confusion be-
tween initiatives such as 
lean and Six Sigma, for ex-
ample.    One is not “in 
place of” the other, rather 
they should be complemen-
tary to each other.   

A colleague of mine likes to 
explain lean as the tools and 
techniques you need to daily 
fight and manage the war. 
Six Sigma is the tool you 
need to storm the beach.  
No matter how you look at 
it, the organization must see 
lean as a complement to 
things you have done or are 
doing.  It must be perceived 
as the vehicle to take an 
organization to new heights.  
Many good things have 
been or are being done.  
Use lean to continue to 
leverage these effective ef-
forts; not as a replacement 
to them. 

 

 Tension 

The urgency for lean and its 
introduction into an organi-
zation is always easier when 
a company is struggling 
than when it is doing well.  
The real challenge is to get 
organizations to embrace 
lean in the good times.  The 
only way to do to that is to 
develop and articulate a 
clear vision of the charac-
teristics of the ideal state .  
Then contrast that against a 
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deep understanding of your 
current state and define the 
gap.  It does not matter  
how well a company is per-
forming --  there is always a 
gap.   

 

 At a building materials 
manufacturer in Chicago, I 
had a chance to speak to 
their senior leadership and 
management and try to 
instill some tension or sense 
of urgency.  After hours of 
discussion, it was clear that 
I failed.  They were experi-
encing healthy profit mar-
gins; their market share was 
growing; and they were 
practically debt free.  It 
wasn’t until we developed 
the characteristics of their 
ideal state and then took 
them on choreographed 
plant tours designed to un-
cover an understanding of 
their current state that they 
recognized the gap.  The 
tension was immediate and 
the response decisive. 

 

 Measure-
ment/Evaluation 

It is widely understood that 
your measurement /evalua-
tion system can and will 
dramatically influence or-
ganizational behaviors.  
Unfortunately, the resulting 
behaviors often conflict 
with the desired behaviors 
of a lean initiative.  Care-
fully look at what you meas-
ure and evaluate, and who is 
accountable.   

At a major automotive parts 
supplier, “direct labor” is 
the Holy Grail -- drive out 
direct labor and you will be 
rewarded.  The easiest way 
to drive out direct labor is 

by automating the process, 
so that is just what they did.  
However, after closer ex-
amination, they realized that 
their cost actually increased 
because of  downtime, 
scrap, indirect support, in-
ventory, and other issues.  
The point is not that auto-
mation doesn’t have a place 
in lean; it absolutely does.  
The point is that the meas-
urement drove the behav-
ior, not the best lean prac-
tice. 

 

 Vocabulary 

This may seem like an un-
important consideration, 
but don’t be fooled.  Em-
ployees of organizations 
become increasingly con-
fused as one initiative after 
another is introduced.  If 
you have a “process excel-
lence” initiative, then don’t 

change the title.  Simply 
incorporate into it the rules, 
principles and practices of 
lean.  If you introduce a 
lean word into the vocabu-
lary where you already have 
an existing word with the 
same meaning, then use 
your word.  At one com-
pany, they used a different 
vocabulary for the Five S’s. 

But, it was fundamentally all 
the same practices with 
exactly the same purpose as 
Five S. So, why change it? 

 

 Go For the Pull 

You can’t take on an entire 
organization all at once.  So, 
start where there is a “pull” 
for lean in the organization, 
rather than trying to push it 
in another area.  Most or-
ganizations start lean in 
their production areas 
where it is highly visible and 
likely  to have the most 
affect.  The best criteria to 
determine where to start is 
by evaluating where do you 
have the pull?  Look for a  
sponsor, champion or com-
pelling business need  

At the major electric utility, 
the lean efforts were started 
in the finance area, because 

that’s where the champion 
was and where the pull ex-
isted.  It eventually spread 
to the power plant, service 
centers, and other parts of 
the organization. 

I’m not suggesting that the 
aforementioned evaluation 
criteria constitutes a com-
prehensive list of all things 
that should be considered 
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before or during your lean 
journey, but they should get 
you thinking in the right 
direction.  Other criteria 
will be addressed in future 
articles in this series.  

 

 Now, let’s get back to the 
roadmap. As previously 
mentioned, it consists of 
five phases with common 
elements, but different ap-
proaches within each phase.  
The roadmap will help as-
sess what phase you are in 
on your lean journey and 
what you should  consider 
at a particular phase.  Re-
member, the lines between 
the phases are blurred and 
you likely will not fit clearly 
into one phase or another.  
Each phase is outlined, fo-
cusing on the elements of 
education, application, com-
munication, infrastructure, 
time frame, tools, method-
ology, and expected results.    

The focus of this article is 
on Phase 0 (Zero)  Sounds 
strange to have an 0 phase, 
but there is a reason.  This 
is the exploration phase and 
not all organizations need 
to experience this phase.  
For organizations that have 
already made the commit-
ment to lean, this phase is 
often skipped.  This phase  
exists to help organizations 
assess whether or not lean is 
appropriate for  them, 
where it is appropriate,  and 
how to start.  Typically, this 
phase is initiated by leader-
ship and/or management 
trying to understand more 
about lean, how it might fit 
in the organization and, 
most often, what’s the pay-
back. The Phase 0 approach 
elements generally are de-
fined as follows: 

 

 Education 

The major education focus 
of at this point is to develop 
an awareness and general 
understanding of the appli-
cation and benefits of lean.  
It may also include an as-
sessment of the organiza-
tion’s current state in order 
to compare it against the 
necessary learning and to 
assess the “fit”.  In fact, the 
inquiries may be better de-
fined as exploration rather 
than education.  The audi-
ence for this education is 
typically those who have 
initiated the inquiry or their 
delegates.  The education or 
exploration can come in 
many forms.  It might be in 
seminars or conferences.  It 
could be through network-
ing or benchmarking.  It 
could be as simple as read-
ing or interviewing.  Most 
of the time it is some com-
bination of many of these 
methods. 

 

 Application 

There is very little applica-
tion of lean tools and tech-
niques at this phase, except 
possibly for experimenta-
tion.  I would suggest that 
application should actually 
be discouraged.  Applying 
what you know very little 
about could easily result in a 
failure and taint the picture 
of lean.  We’ve seen it hap-
pen often.  A company 
latches onto a particular 
tool, gives it a try, and fails.  
It could have failed because 
of poor implementation or 
simply because it was the 
wrong tool for the organiza-
tion.  Regardless, the result 
is “lean isn’t for us.” Imag-

ine a hospital investigating 
lean and trying to apply 
“take” time to the emer-
gency room or u-shaped 
cells to the surgery rooms.  
The tools don’t work, but it 
doesn’t mean lean doesn’t 
apply. 

 

 Communication 

There is no real formal 
communication at this 
point, but rather a “rumor 
mill” or simple transfer of 
what’s been discovered 
during the exploration.  Be 
prepared to respond to any 
perception that lean is com-
ing and the fears that may 
be attached or grown from 
that perception.  Even in 
this early exploration phase 
you must be cautious and 
manage the expectations. 

 

 Infrastructure 

Essentially there is no infra-
structure for lean this early 
on nor is it required. There 
are probably just a few peo-
ple in the organization in 
the process of investigating 
the opportunity and assess-
ing the application.  There 
may be some reporting and 
a decision-making structure, 
but that’s about all. 

 

Time Frame 

As mentioned before, if 
you’re already committed, 
skip this phase.  This phase 
might take several months, 
but not a year or more.   If 
this phase does extend into 
a year or years, you can 
usually expect some void in 
leadership and a total ab-
sence of tension.  Any real 
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effective exploration of lean can and should easily be completed in a 
short period of time given all the references and resources available to 
help. 

 

 Tools/Methods 

 The application of lean tools is discouraged at this phase. However it’s 
common that some tools are tried.  The most common attempts are 
with Kaizen Workshops, 5S’s, and  Kanban.  The application of these 
tools at this point will likely lack understanding of purpose and appear 
disjointed.  Often, because of the misplaced application, the tool can 
actually become the organization’s definition of lean and has the poten-
tial to sour an organization’s taste for lean.   I’ve been in many organiza-
tions where lean equals Kaizens or lean equals 5S’s. Kanban can be par-
ticularly dangerous at this stage because process stability hasn’t been 
sufficiently established to recognize the power and potential of the tool. 

It is crucial to understand that lean is not about a tool or even a set of 
tools.  It is about thinking and understanding of purpose.  

 Results 

There is little-to-no performance gain expected here, except for possible 
“event” gains from a Kaizen.  The most that should be expected at this 
point is an clear understanding of lean, a recognition of the potential, 
and a awareness of the challenges 
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Assessing Your Operations 
The Lean Learning Center has had many experiences in having to go into 
an operation and very quickly assess what improvements are needed.  This 
is ultimately an important skill for a leader at any point in their lean jour-
ney.   

 

The Lean Learning Center offers a comprehensive Integral Lean Assess-
mentTM which systematically reviews all aspects of your operation.  Thirteen 
distinct categories are assessed and summarized, as shown in the example 
to the right.  Under each category, 10-20 elements are assessed, given a 
rating and feedback is provided.  Overall, the Center’s clients get dozens 
and dozens and bits of feedback along with a focus on the critical few.  
Some companies have made annual Integrated Lean AssessmentsTM a regu-
lar part of the annual planning process allowing them to prioritize their 
improvement efforts to get the greatest impact for their efforts.   

 

The Lean Learning Center will also teach companies and license them in 
the use of the Integral Lean AssessmentTM for on-going use of this helpful 
tool in their own continuous improvement programs. 

LEAN ASSESSMENT SUMMARY REPORT

Category Rating Summary Comments

Product / Material Flow 30%

The size and nature of your products obviously create 
unique barriers, but like all barriers, they can be solved 
or dealt with.  Material flow in the macro / overall and 
the micro / process-level has a great deal of 
opportunity and can positively impact labor, lead-time 
and overhead.

Visual Management 28%

Visual management is an extremely powerful, and 
cheap, tool for improvement.  Perhaps start by 
requiring IDEAS and CAR solutions to be visual to get 
people thinking.  Certainly use these methods 
extensively during kaizens (full or "mini").

Waste Elimination and Continuous 
Improvement

27%

Very few efforts, besides unstructured brute force, 
existed before the beginnings of mini-kaizens and 
future plans.  The only real structure was the IDEAS 
suggestion program which has its own flaws.  Looking 
specifically at where waste shows up also highlights 
the amount of available opportunity, which is of course 
the good news.

Problem Identification and Elimination 27%

Problem solving is a weak point.  Structure exists for a 
small portion of problem, and there, the ability to get 
to and understand a true root cause is limited.  Getting 
structure and root cause solutions to in-the-moment 
problems will be a huge and difficult leap forward.

Information Flow 32%

You value communication, but far too much of it is face-
to-face and not linked to processes.  More structure is 
needed but more importantly, simplification is needed.  
Start with direct customer-supplier connections before 
trying to establish good information flows.

Quality Management 56%

Largely driven by product / market requirements and 
systems such as QS, the fundamental quality systems 
are in place and functioning.  Also, a general culture of 
caring about and owning quality also appears to be in 
place, allowing the systems to work properly.  The next 
leap is to move from catching and fixing the problems 
to preventing the problems through better system and 
process design and tools such as error proofing.

Policy Deployment and Alignment 44%

You received generally good marks here because you 
have the systems, processes and disciplines to make 
this work.  These are not nearly widely-enough applied 
or standardized enough, and more catch-ball / 
interaction up-and-down the organizational chart must 
exist.

Employee Involvement and Development 38%

People have been given opportunities to get involved 
and they do take advantage of this.  A world-class 
company has mechanisms and a culture that EXPECTS 
employees to participate, and gives them the skills, 
tools and thinking to make this happen effectively.  
Understand that changes here are much more than 
structural, it is also a cultural change what is expected 
of people at all levels - do a job, but provide value by 
helping to improve and transform the business.

Standardization 28%

Standardization is a weak point in your operations.  
Perhaps because of the externally applied 
standardization methods such as QS and Job1, 
standardization is looked at as a necessary evil, not as 
an essential building block of continuous improvement.  
This is about a whole lot more than Standard Work 
Instructions but applies to all aspects of the business, 
from inventory control to management processes.

Safety, Cleanliness and Organization 35%

Cleanliness and safety are both areas that people care 
about, and therefore give it due attention and effort.  
However, there are few processes in place to make it 
effective, root causes are not addressed and the 
benefits to the overall operation are not clear to 
people.

Equipment Excellence 28%

Because you don't do much metal forming, equipment 
has probably been given less attention that it deserves.  
It is still crucial to your operation, even if it is just 
performing tasks such as washing.  Improvements in 
design and preventive maintenance are most needed.  
Rule of thumb: the worst day of a piece of equipment's 
life is it's FIRST, always improve.

Learning Organization 32%

Through examples such as SOP, clearly the 
organization is CAPABLE of applied reflection.  This is a 
big step, but also is limited.  Leaders must be coaches 
and teachers not just at the individual level but by 
providing mechanisms for the organization to reflect 
(and apply) on a regular, repeated basis, not just once 
a year.

Enterprise Integration 47%

Inside the business unit in particular, a significant level 
of integration, cooperation and alignment seem to 
exist.  This breaks down a little between business units 
and breaks down more beyond the walls of the facility.  
Lastly, there is too much reliance on people's attitudes 
are made in this area - more systems and processes 
must exist.

Overall Score 35%



CASE STUDY: Flinchbaugh Engineering Turns 
Lean Success into New Line-Transfer Strategy 
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Flinchbaugh Engineer-
ing is based in York, PA. 

Opportunity came knocking 
at Flinchbaugh Engineering 
(York, Penn.) and the em-
ployee-owned company was 
ready for it.  By embracing 
lean thinking, Flinchbaugh 
has aggressively developed its 
line-transfer business into a 
viable alternative to off-shore 
outsourcing.  It has grown 
from a supplier of pivot 
shafts for one company into 
a $24 million organization 
specializing in precision ma-
chining of complete parts 
using production lines 
owned and operated by 
OEMs nationwide. 

Let’s call it a 21st century 
success story, compliments of 
lean implementation.  Com-
panies facing increasing com-
petition from low-cost for-
eign manufacturers are faced 
with two scenarios, right?  
Make it better, faster, 
cheaper themselves or go to 
an off-shore vendor where 
they stand a good chance of 
losing control of vital proc-
esses.  Wrong. There’s a 
third alternative and that’s 
the opportunity Flinchbaugh 
is seizing so successfully.  
The concept is line transfer 
and it goes way beyond the 
old-fashioned sub-contractor 
relationship.  By transferring 
individual or multiple-part 
machining lines, a manufac-
turer can reap a number of 
benefits including lower part 
prices, elimination of high 
labor costs, improved ma-
chine uptime and extended 
equipment life.    

The Flinchbaugh line trans-
fer story actually goes back a 
long time – roughly 20 years 
-- to 1985.  That was when 

the firm took in Caterpillar, 
Inc.’s clutch piston  

m a n u f a c t u r i n g  l i n e . 
Flinchbaugh manufactured 
the product using CAT proc-
esses until Flinchbaugh’s 
own in-house manufacturing 
improvements proved even 
more efficient.   

In 1996, bearing manufac-
turer SKF (USA) transferred 
an entire assembly line to 
Flinchbaugh Engineering.  
New manufacturing proc-
esses were developed to im-
prove efficiencies by nearly 
300%.  On-time delivery 
improved to 100%.  No won-
der several more SKF lines 
found their  way to 
Flinchbaugh in 1997.   

It didn’t take long for 
Flinchbaugh to see a win-win 
situation.  Line transfers 
were good for business 
growth AND they were good 
for customers who wanted to 
remain competitive in an 
increasingly competitive 
marketplace.    

What Flinchbaugh did not 
realize until fairly recently, 
however, was just what this 
line transfer expertise might 
mean to even greater busi-
ness growth! 

Lean Learning Puts It All 
Together     

The company’s experience 
with lean manufacturing had 
taught them that there is, as 
president Mike Lehman says, 
“a better way.”  Lean imple-
mentation at Flinchbaugh 
Engineering started in the 
90’s with Empowerment, 
Total Productive Mainte-

nance (TPM), 5S, and even 
Kaizen.  However, the neces-
sary cultural change within 
the organization didn’t truly 
begin to happen until Jim 
Reed from Production and 
Wil Burkholder from Engi-
neering returned from a 
Lean Experience class held at 
the Lean Learning Center 
(Novi, Mich.) in March of 
2002.  It was this experience 
that really accelerated the 
company’s lean plan.   

The Lean Experience, a five-
day program, is designed to 
jump-start lean thinking, 
laying the foundation for a 
company’s lean transforma-
tion by focusing on lean 
rules and principles rather 
than just the tools of lean.  
“Like so many of the compa-
nies we work with,” com-
ments Andy Carlino, Lean 
Learning Center partner, 
“Flinchbaugh had the lean 
tools in place, but lacked the 
internalization of lean rules.  
It is critical for the entire 
organization to be able to 
‘think lean’ in order to prop-
erly apply lean.” 

The Lean Learning Center’s 
unique setting engages stu-
dents in this process through 
various means of discovery – 
through reflection, dialogue, 
and action.  For Flinchbaugh 
Engineering, The Center 
provided a systematic ap-
proach  -- a set of rules for 
putting everything together.  
It was finally a common lan-
guage with which everyone 
in the organization could be 
trained.  

The Lean Learning Center 
challenged Flinchbaugh to 



learn, apply, reflect and 
change, which according to 
Wil Burkholder sat well with 
their existing culture.  Try 
certain things, see how well 
they fit, modify it and go 
from there.  Along the way, 
the company has experi-
enced phenomenal process 
improvement that has been 
the groundswell of their line 
transfer success.    

Flinchbaugh was, of course, 
challenged with the four lean 
system rules: (1) Structure 
every activity (2) Clearly con-
nect every customer (3) Spec-
ify and simplify every flow 
path and (4) Improve 
through experimentation at 
the lowest level possible.  

By applying the rule of struc-
turing every activi ty , 
Flinchbaugh was able to put 
together a line transfer man-
ual.  It incorporates past 
transfer experiences and 
lessons learned, compiling 
the information into a book 
that’s taken on sales calls and 
used by engineering to de-
velop planning processes for 
new projects.  

As for improvement through 
experimentation at the low-
est level, Flinchbaugh has 
used this principle to basi-
cally change the manufactur-
ing belief system.  Individu-
als closest to the machine 
operators – who may have 
resisted change in the past – 
are now the ones who are 
experimenting with new 
ideas and coming up with 
highly effective solutions.  

Establishing high agreement 
is another Lean Learning 
Center principle now prac-
ticed at Flinchbaugh.  This 
was instituted successfully in 
a channel line that’s part of 

the 1985 line move.  First 
Flinchbaugh took the whole 
channel group and provided 
training on lean rules and 
principles.  Then the group 
began analyzing their real 
bottleneck area – lathe set-
up.  In the past, an exercise 
like this may have resulted in 
everyone thinking his/her 
idea was the best with no 
one agreeing on anything.  
But Lean Learning taught 
Flinchbaugh to concentrate 
on establishing a level of 
higher agreement.   By bring-
ing everyone in and analyz-
ing the situation step by step, 
they’re working hard on 
getting the team to say “yes, 
this is the best way to do 
this”.  In a company of 160 
employees – that’s a real 
challenge but, according to 
production manager Jim 
Reed, the team members 
have come a long way to 
make it happen. 

Controlled change  

As Reed and Burkholder 
point out, all organizations 
go through periods when 
they empower their employ-
ees to change. But, this can 
get out of hand if people 
start running around chang-
ing everything in sight.  
When it does, and manage-
ment has to step in, often 
employees are reined in 
which tends to stifle their 
creative thinking.  Sound at 
all familiar?   

The trick is to find a happy 
medium.  After coming back 
from the Lean Experience 
session, one of the things 
Flinchbaugh did was take the 
four bedrock rules of lean 
and organize then onto an 
8x11 chart.  That chart is 
posted in several rooms to 

encourage employee discus-
sion.  By connecting these 
discussions to lean rules, 
change is more controlled 
and thus more positive. 

This happy medium or, as 
Wil Burkholder calls it, 
“controlled change” is what’s 
o c c ur r i n g  n o w  t h a t 
Flinchbaugh is using new 
rules along with proven tools 
throughout the company to 
improve their line transfer 
processes.  It’s the classic 
definition of lean transfor-
mation – a systematic ap-
proach to acquiring and 
applying a shared way of 
thinking within an organiza-
tion. 

Real results … real savings  

Back in 1985 when 
Flinchbaugh did its first line 
transfer, they basically 
brought the line in, put it on 
the floor, got it up and run-
ning – then left it alone.  
T h e  m a n a g e r s  a t 
Flinchbaugh will be the first 
to admit that with the lean 
rules and tools they have in 
place now and the cultural 
change that’s gone on in 
throughout the company, 
they could have done better.  
They could have gone back 
and improved through ex-
perimentation.  They could 
have connected process steps 
to get a better idea of waste 
or to improve line flow.  The 
fact is, though, these tools 
are in place and thanks to a 
passionate commitment to 
lean implementation and 
continuous improvement, 
Flinchbaugh is now seeing 
real results in their line trans-
fer business.  In one channel 
area, they’ve reduced set-ups 
by 35%.  They’ve also maxi-
mized floor space to accom-
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modate new business and 
they’re getting more through-
put per person than ever 
before.     

Flinchbaugh’s success with 
lean has changed more than 
processes and ways of think-
ing within the organization.  
Lean success has helped 
change the nature of 
Flinchbaugh’s relationship 
with its customers.  From 
engineering firm to sub-
contractor to true partner, 
Flinchbaugh Engineering has 
parlayed lean into a dynamic, 
new business model.  And, 
along the way has lowered 
OEM costs and kept jobs 
from going overseas. 

On-shore alternative to Off-
shore Outsourcing 

If production in a large com-
pany gets bogged down with 
rules and policy issues, the 
s m a l l e r ,  e m p o w e r e d 
Flinchbaugh work force does 
not.  If a company has old 
equipment and wants to get 
rid of it, Flinchbaugh can 
take it  -- using the expertise 
they’ve gained through Total 
Productive Maintenance 
(TPM) and by applying lean 
principles -- rejuvenate it and 
keep production going.  

And, if a facility is closing 
down because the overseas 
alternative looks more attrac-
tive, Flinchbaugh insists that 
line transfer can compete 
successfully – and keep jobs 
in the U.S.  

Flinchbaugh now markets 
itself as the “on-shore alter-
native to off-shore outsourc-
ing”.  According to 
Flinchbaugh’s Lehman, go-
ing overseas seems like the 
thing to do these days.  
“They hear about 40-50% 
savings and companies are 
convinced off-shore out-
sourcing is some kind of 
panacea.  So, they write 
down their capital equip-
ment and send production 
overseas -- only to find out 
that the savings is more like 
15-20%.  With our lean 
manufacturing concept, how-
ever, we can take that equip-
ment in-house, maintain it 
and keep it humming for 
years – in the states!”  

When Flinchbaugh hears 
about a closure (line or 
plant) because of outsourc-
ing – they go in and propose 
line transfer.  Flinchbaugh’s 
concept is fairly unique in 
the marketplace as they go 

after the more complex pro-
jects.  Like the agreement 
etched out in 2003 that calls 
for 16,000 parts per year, 
involving 103 part numbers 
in two different families.  Or 
the transfer of a mature 
product line of over 100 
various Siemens mechanical 
sensor parts.  The value of 
this line transfer exceeded 
$870,000 in annual sales and 
opened even more doors for 
Flinchbaugh at Siemens.  
Currently Flinchbaugh has 
10 line transfer agreements 
with many more in the 
works.   

“More companies need to 
think like Flinchbaugh Engi-
neering,” says Carlino. 
“When a company has truly 
embraced lean, it uses it not 
just to improve cost and 
quality but to really change 
the value they deliver cus-
tomers.  Through their suc-
c e s s fu l  l e an  e f for t s , 
Flinchbaugh Engineering has 
significantly improved on an 
already solid line-move strat-
egy, and along the way they 
are delivering the kind of 
value manufacturing compa-
nies need to compete in our 
global economy.” 
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QUICK TIP: Effective Problem Statements 
Problem solving is hard enough but it is even harder if we don’t start with an effective prob-
lem statement.  First, we don't describe the current situation but we describe an ideal state 
or a solution.  For example: don't have enough copy machines; not enough training or soft-
ware available. Each of those statements are simply solutions in reverse.  Problems must be 
defined in the current state.  What currently is the condition?  For example: have to wait 20 
minutes in front of a copy machine; invoices went out with billing errors; or several excel 
spreadsheets have to be manually inputted.  Second, we often put what we think is the cause 
of the problem in the problem statement:  no power because of the hurricane; old printer 
results in blurred printouts; food thaws because refrigerator door is left open.  Obviously the 
problem with these statements is that they assume the cause without using a root cause 
analysis process and they also assume there is only one possible cause. 



By Jamie Flinchbaugh 

The following article is an ex-
cept from an upcoming book on 
lean transformation. 

 

Success in lean transforma-
tion is not just about doing 
the right things right.  It is 
also about avoiding the pit-
falls that lead to failure.  
Cultural and process change 
can be very complicated, and 
wrong turns can put you 
back months and even years.  
Failure can be described in 
many terms.  The best case 
of failure is that you’ve 
achieved tremendous per-
formance change and suc-
cess, yet fall well short of 
your true potential.  Many 
companies fit this definition, 
achieving compounding 
returns on their efforts yet 
never coming close to the 
robust success of a Toyota.  
Other companies fail by 
making false steps that sim-
ply delays them for signifi-
cant periods of time.  These 
companies often seem to go 
through cycles, repeating 
mistakes and always eventu-
ally clawing back towards 
positive momentum.  Other 
companies fail in more dra-
matic and fatal fashion, such 
as one company that was so 
focused on “internal lean” 
that they forgot to sell their 
products.  This last group 
will not be the focus of these 
pitfalls for the failure in 
these examples was inevita-
ble. 

 

 Five common lean pitfalls 
which we will explore can 
occur at any point in the 
lean transformation.  Avoid-
ing them in your infancy will 

not ensure success.  Leaders 
must always be on the look-
out for the signs of lean fail-
ure, just as they should al-
ways be on the lookout for 
signs of other kinds of failure 
such as organizational arro-
gance, complacency or risk-
aversion. 

 

 Pitfall #1: Lean is about 
more than manufacturing 

 

 This failure is so common 
today that many articles and 
stories are being written 
about companies that “broke 
out” of manufacturing to 
apply lean elsewhere in the 
organization.  This was an 
amazing revelation to the 
companies that achieved this 
breakthrough, yet the mes-
sage was sent many decades 
ago.  Taiichi Ohno, consid-
ered the founding father of 
the Toyota Production Sys-
tem, once said “The Toyota 
Production System is not just 
a production system.”  Toy-
ota very early on in their 
efforts integrated design, 
suppliers and the customer, 
mostly because they had to.  
Toyota’s early financial situa-
tion was so bleak that the 
banks would not loan them 
the money they needed to 
buy parts to build cars until 
they had an order in hand.  
To get beyond this constraint 
they had to improve the 
whole process, not just 
manufacturing.  To this day 
Toyota continues to expand 
beyond traditional bounda-
ries, bringing lean into it’s 
dealers through it’s Signature 
program based on waste 
elimination, the Five Why’s 
and process improvement. 

 

 The first concern about this 
Pitfall is that companies are 
not always focused on the 
right problems.  As a simple 
but clear example, if you 
work to reduce manufactur-
ing lead time to 12 hours but 
order entry takes two weeks, 
your customer is not any 
happier.  There seem to be 
three dominant reasons why 
people get stuck in the lean 
equals manufacturing mind-
set.  The first is that much of 
the media, books and train-
ing is focused on and even 
titled “lean manufacturing.”  
Obviously, when you pick up 
these books it seems clear 
that lean is a manufacturing 
thing.  This has had a self-
reinforcing effect, where one 
person learns lean manufac-
turing from another and 
then goes on to write their 
own article on lean manufac-
turing, perpetuating the 
myth that this is a manufac-
turing tool.  This has hap-
pened to such an extent that 
I have heard people remark 
“does lean assembly work in 
a machine shop?” when the 
machine shop is exactly 
where Taiichi Ohno made 
his first experiments and 
efforts at lean transforma-
tion. 

 

 The second reason people 
focus on manufacturing is 
that it is the most visible and 
measurable part of the or-
ganization.  If I walk through 
a plant, I can see with my 
eyes whether or not I’ve 
made improvements.  I can 
take pictures of things such 
as 5S and kanban cards and 
show those pictures to others 
while declaring “this is lean.”  
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It is very easy to measure 
manufacturing and while we 
often measure the wrong 
things, every manufacturing 
manager has at least a dozen 
numbers that they can recite 
off the top of their head 
explaining their perform-
ance.  I know if improve-
ments were made to increase 
productivity in a manufactur-
ing plant but show me the 
Controller who knows 
whether they made the clos-
ing the books process more 
efficient. 

 

 The third and final reason 
for this problem is that be-
cause we often start in manu-
facturing, and rightly so 
since that is where in many 
(but not all) companies we 
spend the most money, all of 
the other functions immedi-
ately associate lean with 
manufacturing.  Any efforts 
at this point to break out of 
manufacturing will be seen 
by other functional leaders as 
manufacturing’s attempt to 
encroach on their territory.  
In one multi-billion dollar 
company I consult with, the 
training outside of manufac-
turing has changed all of the 
words, even though the real 
content is the same, so it 
didn’t appear to be manufac-
turing stuff. 

 

 When manufacturing does 
start to convince those out-
side of manufacturing that 
lean applies to them, they 
often take the wrong ap-
proach, further complicating 
matters.  The manufacturing 
folks see how much waste is 
created in their processes 
because of other functions, 
so to them, lean in design, 

finance, sales, etc. is about 
eliminating the waste in 
manufacturing caused by 
those functions.  Design and 
engineering should design 
products that are easier to 
manufacture.  Sales should 
provide a more even and 
level flow of orders.  But 
what these manufacturing 
people fail to realize is that 
they are NOT the customer.  
The customer is the person 
or company that pays you for 
the product or service.  All of 
these suggestions from 
manufacturing may help us 
get closer to delivering value 
to the customer, but they are 
framed in a very wrong way.  
What is best for the cus-
tomer should frame all of 
our actions, whether in 
manufacturing or in design.  
Then in the design of the 
processes to meet those 
needs, manufacturing is the 
customer of designs from 
engineering.  But these inter-
nal customers come second 
to the external ones. 

 

 How do you avoid this com-
mon trap?  I suggest three 
small things that you can do.  
First, frame everything from 
lean training to action plans 
in terms of how it will de-
liver more value with less 
waste for the external cus-
tomer.  Keeping this frame 
of reference front and center 
will provide an effective 
check against some of the 
distortions in purpose that 
can occur.  This point of 
reference must be repeated 
constantly without letting 
up.  Keep in mind that this 
perspective should be ele-
vated in most companies 
regardless of having to solve 
this particular problem.  

Second, start your lean ef-
forts somewhere other than 
manufacturing, or at least 
start a non-manufacturing 
area simultaneously.  At a 
large gas and electric utility, 
finance was actually the start-
ing point.  This made it clear 
to everyone that it was not 
just about plants but also 
created some living examples 
of what lean transactional 
processes could perform.  If 
you’ve already begun your 
lean journey in manufactur-
ing, instead of jumping off 
manufacturing into the rest 
of the firm, start in one non-
manufacturing area first and 
use that as the jumping off 
point for the rest of the firm.  
Third, strike the term “lean 
manufacturing” and use 
thinking, enterprise, systems 
or another word instead.  
“Lean Manufacturing in 
Finance” does not do any-
thing to break down these 
walls.  And as you train and 
communicate lean, don’t 
focus just on manufacturing 
tools such as andon cords 
and kanban cards; use Lean 
Rules and Principles as the 
foundation which will apply 
to any process. 

 

 Pitfall #2: The Lean De-
partment should not be 
leading lean   

 

 First let me define what I 
mean when I say leadership 
and distinguish it from man-
agement.  Management is 
maintaining current reality.  
Current reality does not plod 
along all by itself.  It requires 
coordination, problem solv-
ing and decision making.  
Leadership, in contrast, is 
anything done to move 
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things toward the ideal state.  
So while your Lean Depart-
ment may have a very active 
role in managing lean, they 
should not be leading lean. 

 

 Your full-time lean resources 
might fall under any number 
of a variety of names: Lean 
Promotion Office, Continu-
ous Improvement Depart-
ment or Lean Champions to 
name a few.  And those indi-
viduals heading up such 
groups may report to any 
level of people from the 
CEO to the Shift Manager.  
Having a Lean Department 
is not vital; many companies 
have succeeded with lean 
without one.  It is extremely 
helpful and very much so 
recommended.  The reason 
is that there are activities 
that must go on as part of a 
lean effort that may not fit 
up well with the day-to-day, 
minute -by -minute f ire -
fighting that normally goes 
on within the operations of a 
company before its lean 
transformation.  Consider 
this: even mighty Toyota 
having been on this journey 
for over half a century still 
dedicates resources for the 
continued promotion and 
development of the Toyota 
Production System. 

 

 Once a Lean Manager is 
appointed, however, the 
immediate effect is predict-
able; most leaders in the 
organization will now abdi-
cate responsibility for lean 
transformation to that Lean 
Manager.  After all, isn’t this 
why we put a resource here, 
to take of this lean thing?  
This isn’t the first time or-
ganizations have faced this 

problem.  The new Safety 
Manager takes over responsi-
bility for safety from all the 
individuals who can actually 
do something about it and 
the Quality Manager is now 
responsible for quality so 
everyone else can just get 
stuff made.  Of course, when 
we say it out loud, the logic 
behind this is obviously 
flawed, yet it happens time 
and time again. 

 

 So if the Lean Manager isn’t 
responsible for lean, who is?  
The quick answer is every-
one.  In a lean organization, 
every single individual has a 
lean coach, and that person 
is the immediate supervisor 
or boss.  Team Members are 
coached by the Team Leader 
and Team Leaders are 
coached by their Group 
Leader.  This is the primary 
responsibility of each indi-
vidual, not to sign time 
cards, fill out evaluations or 
sign off on requisitions.  
Each plant manager, depart-
ment director and vice presi-
dent is the one who should 
own their lean strategy.  The 
immediate risk here is that 
all of the strategies will be 
disconnected, but there are 
better ways to deal with that 
than by delegating this vital 
responsibility to the Lean 
Manager.  Whether the coor-
dinating mechanism is the 
CEO, a Lean Steering Com-
mittee or hoshin / policy 
deployment, if the leaders 
aren’t the ones responsible 
for the lean strategy several 
problems become significant 
risks. 

 

 One major risk is that the 
lean strategy is isolated, serv-

ing itself, instead of being 
connected to the business 
goals and strategy.  If the 
lean strategy is created in 
isolation, it will likely be 
executed that way as well.  
Another major risk is that 
there is no buy-in or commit-
ment from leaders.  Leader-
ship commitment is not as it 
often appears.  In most or-
ganizations that say they have 
leadership commitment, it is 
simply that they endorse the 
plan and sign the checks for 
the resources – this is not 
commitment.  Commitment 
is personal involvement to 
make it happen.  Commit-
ment is removing barriers.  
Commitment is getting your 
hands dirty.  Saying ‘yes’ is 
too easy to be confused with 
real commitment.  And turn-
ing over the lean strategy to 
the Lean Manager is the first 
way to create this fake com-
mitment. 

 

 So if the Lean Manager and 
Department isn’t responsible 
for the lean strategy, what 
should they be doing?  This 
depends on where you are 
on the journey.  Early on in 
the journey, the job is one 
q u a r t e r  e d u c a t i o n 
(combining training and 
coaching), one quarter coor-
dination and communica-
tion, and one half pushing a 
rope.  While leadership com-
mitment is necessary to make 
the lean journey work, it 
doesn’t always happen by 
itself and the Lean Depart-
ment can play a vital role in 
forcing things forward until 
people are ready to pull for 
help.  Further down the road 
as the level of the organiza-
tion matures, the Lean De-
partment becomes much 

5 Pitfalls Continued from Page 10 

“In a lean 

organization, 

every single 

individual has a 

lean coach.” 

Page 11 ISSUE 3 

Lean must fit together 
with other pieces of the 

operations strategy. 



more involved in coaching 
than teaching, ensuring pro-
gress is continuing and rais-
ing red flags when they 
aren’t, and building new 
connections across and out-
side the organization as 
needed and then getting out 
of the way.  They move from 
creators to stewards, from 
force to support, from action 
to observation. 

 

 How do you avoid this com-
mon trap of turning over 
lean to the Lean Depart-
ment?  First, and perhaps 
most simply, create very clear 
roles and responsibilities 
before putting these re-
sources in place.  Do not 
wait for the organization to 
break into bad habits but set 
the tone early about the 
Lean Department being a 
resource and taking on new 
activities, not taking over for 
the leaders.  Second, create 
simple and structured 
mechanisms for the Lean 
Department and the leaders 
to interact around the lean 
strategy.  This will force the 
leaders to stay involved 
whether they truly own it yet 
or not and will create align-
ment with the Lean Depart-
ment.  Third, ensure that the 
Lean Department is staffed 
with individuals who are two 
steps ahead of everyone else 
in understanding.  If they 
don’t have to struggle to 
keep up but instead under-
stand where the organization 
should be going, they can be 
a useful check on progress to 
ensure that things aren’t 
headed in the wrong direc-
tion.  Fourth, no matter how 
effective and convenient it 
might be, don’t let the Lean 
Department become the 

primary doers.  When they 
start becoming the problem 
solvers and implementers, 
they are the only people that 
learn.  They will have en-
abled the organization to not 
have to take responsibility.  
They certainly can facilitate, 
coach and even lead the 
efforts, but when they be-
come the head, hands and 
feet of lean we have ampu-
tated those important fea-
tures from the rest of the 
organization.  Leaders must 
lead – make sure that they 
do. 

 

 Pitfall #3: Do not confuse 
activity with productivity 

 

 There are many things in-
cluded in a lean journey that 
require a lot of activity – the 
training, the steering team 
meetings, the benchmarking, 
the study.  These activities 
can consume vast resources 
and make those involved feel 
really good that they are 
making lean happen.  The 
only problem is that none of 
these activities produces 
results.  The only truly value-
added activities in a lean 
program are those that de-
liver results directly, they 
must change the process or 
fix a problem. 

 

 Value-added in the strict 
definition of the phrase re-
quires three criteria to be 
met: (1) the customer must 
value it and be willing to pay 
for it, (2) it must change the 
product or service and (3) it 
must be done right the first 
time.  Of course, the only 
real value-added activities are 
those that actually work on 

the product or service.  But 
the business of lean transfor-
mation is exactly that – trans-
formation.  If your lean ac-
tivities are not producing 
results that improve the or-
ganization, for its customers, 
shareholders and employees, 
then those lean activities are 
not value-added. 

 

 Non-valued added activities 
are many times necessary, 
but they should be consid-
ered under a much focused 
microscope of how much is 
exactly necessary and how 
are they connected or sup-
porting the value-added ac-
tivities.  Training is a popu-
lar one to start off with.  It is 
absolutely necessary.  With-
out training people will not 
know what to do or how to 
do it.  It is a major weapon 
in your arsenal of change.  
But if you are training peo-
ple in the wrong material at 
the wrong time in the wrong 
way, it will just be unproduc-
tive waste.  It will be well-
disguised waste, however.  
“We just training everyone 
in lean” the progress reports 
will say.  Who can argue with 
that?  However, if those peo-
ple are not enabled to create 
change, do not have enough 
or the right skills to create 
change effectively, or there 
are no mechanisms for 
change that they can plug 
themselves into, that training 
may very well have been bet-
ter off sitting on the shelf.  
One Fortune 25 company 
trained their entire work-
force in lean basics, but 
when there were no mecha-
nisms for the employees to 
walk away from their moving 
assembly line to work on 
improvements, the effort 
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yielded little to no results.  
In the minds of the employ-
ees, they were largely encour-
aged by the training believing 
this was going to be the be-
ginning of something good 
and waiting to hear more 
from their management.  
Management sat back waited 
for the employees to take the 
ball.  Nothing happened, 
and years of investment was 
nearly wasted. 

 

 One cause of this pitfall is 
that some companies meas-
ure the wrong things during 
their lean efforts.  Partially at 
the encouragement of several 
consultants and books, many 
companies measured the 
percentage of employees 
trained in lean and the per-
centage of employees who 
have participated in kaizen 
workshops.  Plant managers 
whose percentages are higher 
than their peers are cele-
brated as committed to the 
success of lean.  But there is 
no review of whether these 
efforts are actually producing 
results.  That aspect is sorely 
missing. 

 

 Lean isn’t the only thing 
that the lack of action-
orientation applies to.  Many 
activities can fall into this 
category from leadership 
development to strategic 
planning.  The meetings, 
research and discussions are 
necessary but only if they 
support action. 

 

 There is one danger on the 
flip-side of this issue, and 
that is results at all costs or 
results today at the expense 
of results tomorrow.  Any-

one can squeeze out a few 
more dollars by starving the 
organization of much needed 
development, investment, 
improvement or simply by 
working harder which can 
not trend continuously.  Do 
not swing the pendulum too 
far in this direction.  You 
must pay attention to both 
results and process, both 
achievements and behaviors, 
both ends and the means. 

 

 There are two primary levers 
to avoid this pitfall.  One is a 
concept built-in to lean itself 
but rarely followed in the 
leadership ranks – the scien-
tific method.  The scientific 
method is nothing more 
than the process of having a 
hypothesis, or of being able 
to state what effect you ex-
cept to achieve based on the 
cause or action you are going 
to take.  If people roll out 
detailed training plans, what 
is the result you expect to 
achieve with these plans?  If 
you are planning a kaizen, 
what is the expected result?  
Obviously, not all “results” 
will be quantitative and that 
is fine.  The important ques-
tion is “have you thought 
through the outcome from 
your actions?”  Financial 
managers have figured this 
out long ago, expecting a 
sometimes-too-detailed ROI 
calculation for each invest-
ment making the expectation 
(even if the numbers are 
fabricated).  By being clear 
with the hypothesis during 
the planning phase, it forces 
people to be more deliberate 
about what specific actions 
they must take to achieve 
that outcome. 

 

 The second action that can 
be taken is simply a matter of 
focus.  When I accompany a 
client executive to an Opera-
tions Review, much of the 
focus is on two things (a) 
very broad aggregate results 
and (b) future plans.  Rarely 
do the executives ask to be 
shown about past plans – 
“show me what was done, 
how it was achieved and 
what the results were.”  The 
assumption is made, and 
wrongly, that if the plans 
were right then the aggregate 
results should be good and if 
the aggregate results were 
poor, then the actions or 
plans were wrong.  Far too 
many variables can affect the 
aggregate results for this 
assumption to be effective 
for the purposes of decision 
making, coaching and future 
planning. 

 

 Leaders must get close to 
the action to see specific 
work that is being done or 
has been done.  Only the 
details of these conversations 
will provide sufficient raw 
material for proper coaching 
and teaching.  This will focus 
proper attention on the 
value-added work – making 
change happen.  It will also 
allow leaders to build further 
knowledge and capability 
through continual assess-
ment and coaching at a level 
not available to them when 
reviewing aggregate data and 
obscure plans. 

 

 Pitfall #4: Event Lean will 
prevent you from becoming 
Genuine Lean 

 

 Where I live in Michigan 
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several years ago there were a 
series of billboards up pro-
moting a Tier 1 automotive 
supplier that said “14,751 
Kaizens and counting.”  This 
began this particular com-
pany’s promotion about it’s 
lean journey and these kai-
zen events that both indi-
vidually and collectively de-
livered outstanding results.  
This began a second round 
of event-driven lean in the 
auto industry.  This first one 
had already failed to produce 
sustainable results although 
it did produce tremendous 
results for the short term. 

 

 Event Lean has the follow-
ing characteristics.  It is pre-
dominately led and planned 
by outsiders to the opera-
tion, whether those outsiders 
are consultants or internal 
consultants.  Its results are 
reported separately and dis-
tinctly from operational re-
sults.  And Event Lean is 
discussed within the organi-
zation as a “thing,’ an entity 
as if people can touch it, and 
they certainly can distinguish 
it from everything else that is 
going on.  This highlights 
the fundamental problem 
with Event Lean.  Event 
Lean never becomes an inte-
gral part of how your organi-
zation operates day-in and 
day-out.  It is separate, dis-
tinct and disconnected and 
your organization is doomed 
to always be playing catch-up 
with enough lean events to 
drive out the waste that is re-
created from how you actu-
ally operate. 

 

 Early on in your efforts, 
Event Lean can be very suc-
cessful.  It is very visible be-

cause you can state to every-
one “this is lean and it is 
different from what we do 
today.”  It delivers results 
because it is highly struc-
tured to do so.  But this is in 
an environment where 
Genuine Lean is absent.  
Genuine Lean can not be 
distinguished from how you 
operate because it is how you 
operate.  Genuine Lean is 
built in.  It is built into your 
culture, your people, your 
planning, your problem solv-
ing and everything you do, 
touch or say.  You can not 
create Genuine Lean over-
night and you may in fact 
need Event Lean to help you 
get there.  But too much 
reliance on Event Lean for 
your results will prevent you 
from achieving Genuine 
Lean. 

 

 Why is Event Lean bad?  
After all, you’re getting re-
sults, right.  There are several 
major problems.  The first is 
that you are creating a pat-
tern of turning lean on and 
off like a light switch.  You 
turn on lean when you start 
the event and then when the 
event is finished, lean can be 
turned off again.  This leads 
to a barrier preventing the 
daily integration of lean.  It 
also means that anything can 
be turned off can stay off for 
as long as need be.  The com-
panies that are stuck in 
Event Lean have a tremen-
dous tendency, when times 
get tough, to back off or stop 
all together their lean efforts.  
Because a lean event takes 
some investment in time and 
resources, the managers 
think they will just hold off 
on that investment until 
conditions improve.  Mean-

while, skills and momentum 
get stale, waste creeps back in 
and cynicism about manage-
ment’s commitment be-
comes a new and quite legiti-
mate barrier.  Few compa-
nies that turn the switch off 
of lean for a while can easily 
just turn it back on again. 

 

 Another reason Event Lean 
is bad is that it only engages 
some of the employees some 
of the time.  I was perform-
ing an assessment of one 
company’s lean efforts in 
Kansas and discovered that 
the assembly area had not 
had a kaizen event in nine 
months.  Because kaizen was 
the dominant form of lean 
in that company, these indi-
viduals were surprised to see 
me because they believed 
that lean was now dead.  
They hadn’t seen it in nine 
months, but the manage-
ment had no idea of this 
problem because they were 
busy with lean, just in an-
other area of the organiza-
tion.  Lean is like a muscle; 
the more you use it, the 
stronger it grows.  If I, as an 
employee, only experience a 
lean event every few months 
I have no chance of actually 
strengthening that muscle 
and it is likely to atrophy.  
Because the skills and capac-
ity of the organization to 
create change is what you are 
really investing in, this 
method will not yield pro-
gressive results.  Each event 
must strain the unused mus-
cles again and again, never 
growing stronger and never 
reaching the next plateau. 

 

 How do we avoid getting 
trapped by the Event Lean 
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pitfall?  I offer three tactics to 
help you on your way to 
Genuine Lean.  The first is 
to create a small but living 
model of Genuine Lean 
early.  It may not produce 
major results in terms of 
overall contribution to the 
bottom line right away.  It is 
meant to be small and to a 
degree, isolated.  We call this 
a Lean Learning Laboratory.  
In essence you want to create 
a small team of people who 
are centered on a common 
process and essentially have 
to work together and build 
into that team the principles, 
practices, skills and tools of 
lean.  This living model can 
prove to be a standard to 
hold the rest of the organiza-
tion against when they be-
come convinced that after 
doing a couple lean events 
they are where they need to 
be. 

 

 The second way to prevent 
getting caught in a Event 
Lean cycle is to assess the 
results of a process well after 
the lean event is held.  At 
some organizations we would 
re-review the results of the 
kaizen one week, one month 
and three months after the 
event was held.  Very often, 
after one week you could see 
some deterioration in the 
new process and after three 
months it could sometimes 
be completely wiped out.  
This is because no new lean 
thinking or skills are left 
behind and the old thinking 
will recreate the old process 
over time.  Instead of meas-
uring and rewarding people 
on the results they achieve 
on the Friday of a lean event, 
measure and reward them on 
the results achieved after 

three months from the 
event.  This will ensure that 
managers must pay attention 
to more than the short burst 
of activity during the lean 
event but to the cultivation 
of a lean culture and capabil-
ity. 

 

 The third and final way to 
go past Event Lean to Genu-
ine Lean is to role model the 
behavior.  Managers find 
their role in Event Lean 
quite easy – sponsor the 
event and show up on Friday 
to congratulate the team.  
Don’t let managers stay in 
this false commitment pat-
tern.  Managers should 
model lean by very visibly 
using the principles and 
practices of lean to solve 
their everyday problems, 
make their everyday deci-
sions and contribute to to-
morrow’s performance.  
Setting this pattern at the 
management level will create 
the right example for every-
one else in the organization, 
and it will be clear that Event 
Lean will not be acceptable 
forever. 

 

 Pitfall #5: Tortoise Lean 
will beat Hare Lean 

 

 We all remember the time-
less fable of the Tortoise and 
the Hare, whether told by 
Aesop or recreated by Bugs 
Bunny.  The Hare who is 
obviously faster jumps out to 
an early lead in the race, only 
to get overconfident and lazy 
and get overrun by the Tor-
toise who maintained his 
purpose and pace for the 
long-haul.  The same lesson 
applies to lean.  Those who 

rush out of the gate towards 
the finish line without any 
understanding, respect or 
attention to the entire race 
will run out of steam far too 
early, losing in the end. 

 

 Sprinting towards the finish 
line of lean without realizing 
it is a marathon can cause 
you to plateau far too early 
and far from your destina-
tion while creating new barri-
ers that prevent you from 
kicking it into high gear for a 
second sprint.  I can’t tell 
you how many times I’ve 
been asked the question 
“how long will it take me to 
become lean?”  The response 
is almost automatic now: 
“It’s a journey that you’ll be 
on forever.”  Then the dis-
couraging response “I know, 
but how long?”  When an 
organization sees lean as a 
destination instead of a jour-
ney there is a great tendency 
to want to define that desti-
nation in terms of tangible 
evidence.  Lean tools provide 
a very attractive tangible 
image to attach ourselves 
soon, and so the race begins 
towards the finish line of 
andon cords and kanban 
cards. 

 

 One very large company 
decided to see how far and 
how fast their plants were 
getting to lean and so they 
devised a Lean Audit.  This 
Lean Audit had every tool 
imaginable from Standard 
Work Instructions to Andon 
to Kanban Cards to 5S.  The 
plants level of proficiency 
was then ticked off in the 
appropriate box generating 
an easy to compare score.  
Those with low scores were 
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rapidly addressed by senior 
leadership with promises of 
finding someone else who 
would lead lean if they were-
n’t willing or able.  Not slow 
learners, these plant manag-
ers quickly found ways to 
succeed in the audits.  All of 
the tools were in place and 
they looked good too.  But if 
you asked a single person 
what the true purpose of 5S 
was, or tested to see if their 
kanban generated problem 
solving on a regular basis, 
you would not see the more 
subtle and more important 
signs of lean.  These plants 
only looked lean, but were 
not anything close to lean.  
They were, however, success-
ful based on the rating 
achieved in their Lean Audit.  
The second you put a stake 
in the ground and say “this is 
the finish line” people will 
find a way to look like, 
whether deceptive or not, 
they’ve gotten there.  But if 
they don’t understand the 
journey, that will be all that 
is achieved. 

 

 Instead of focusing on the 
things that simply look like 
progress we have to pay 
equal attention to those 
things that may not feel like 
much but are the seeds that 
will one day grow into a ro-
bust lean organization.  This 
does not mean to invest for 
three years without any pay-
back and then you will get 
your returns in year four.  
This means for every time 
you put in Standard Work 
Instructions you are also 
building more structured 
activities at the management 
level.  For every kaizen that is 
held, another person learns 
the power and skill of di-

rectly observing work.  For 
every error proofing process 
that is performed, another 
informal 5 Why’s is per-
formed.  You must pay atten-
tion to the less tangible ele-
ments of lean that will be-
come your true foundation 
of lean on which you can 
continue to build upon.  
You can not assess this foun-
dation with a check-the-box 
process.  You must observe 
how people are doing their 
work – the value-added 
work, the work of manage-
ment and the work of im-
provement.  Is this work 
being done more and more 
consistently with the princi-
ples of lean? 

 

 Those companies that are 
building this solid founda-
tion for lean progress won’t 
make the best lean tours if 
you walk through the aisles 
and take pictures.  But they 
make the best tours if you 
talk to the people.  At one 
small company that has been 
building a lean foundation, 
you won’t see the most struc-
tured 5S program or spotless 
floors or andon lights going 
off.  But if you talk to the 
employees, you will under-
stand how they have engaged 
in a process of always trying 
new things, continually try-
ing to get better and improve 
the process so that it is safer, 
more efficient and produces 
high quality.  It is much eas-
ier to build in the tools into 
this foundation than it is to 
build a new foundation on 
top of just lean tools. 

 

 

 

 Conclusion 

 

 The 5 Lean Pitfalls that I’ve 
explored here are not the 
only ways you can fail.  You 
can train the wrong people at 
the wrong time in the wrong 
stuff, you can tackle prob-
lems that aren’t critical to 
the business, or you can 
change your strategy every 
three months never making 
any progress.  As leaders, 
everyone committed to a 
lean journey must be on the 
look out for potential trou-
ble and raise the flag, or pull 
the andon cord, as soon as 
the problem is noticed.  
Don’t wait for the symptoms 
of these pitfalls to surface.  If 
you start seeing declines in 
operational performance, 
disengaged employees, cyni-
cisms, confusion and so on, 
you have identified these 
pitfalls too late.  By articulat-
ing them here hopefully you 
can avoid them altogether or 
if they do surface, recognize 
them immediately and take 
correction action.  No lean 
journey will be perfect.  
Those lean journeys that are 
most successful are successful 
because they learn, adjust 
and fix along the path to-
wards that success. 

 

5 Pitfalls Continued from Page 15 

We have to pay 

equal attention 

to those things 

that will one day 

grow into a 

robust lean 

organization. 

Page 16 LEAN PROGRESS 

Even if it won’t impact us 
for some time, we still 

must get it right. 



5 Pitf alls Cont inued from Page 1 6 

“To  catch the read er's attention, place an interesting sentence or quote fro m the story h ere.” 

Page 17 ISSUE 3 
OCTOBER 2004 

There are several more op-
portunities to take advantage 
of the programs offered by 
the Lean Learning Center in 
2004.  First, the Lean Kaizen 
Boot Camp is a very power-
ful program for lean special-
ists, engineers, supervisors, 
plant managers and others.  
It will teach you how to de-
liver performance results 
immediately through kaizen 
events.  The first day is an 
understanding of the process  
of kaizen and the tools used.  
Tuesday, Wednesday and 
Thursday we visit a local 
manufacturer and perform 

an actual kaizen workshop 
with a real team and real 
results.  Hosting this session 
will be Alpha Stamping in 
Livonia, Mich.  This pro-
gram starts November 8th.   

 

November 17-18 will be the 
Lean Value Stream program.  
This is a very effective tool 
for putting together your 
plant’s overall improvement 
strategy.  Plant Managers, 
Lean Specialists and Opera-
tions managers will find this 
program very helpful to mak-

ing them effective leaders of 
their own lean transforma-
tions. 

 

December 6th will be our 
final Lean Experience pro-
gram.  This program always 
sells out so sign up early. 

 

To register for any of these 
c o u r s e s ,  v i s i t 
www.leanlearningcenter.com 
and click on the “register” 
button on the menu. 

Remaining 2004 Center Schedule 

“When everyone 
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40028 Grand River Avenue 
Suite 300 

Novi, Michigan 48375 

Phone: 248-478-1480 
Fax: 248-478-1589 

Email: info@leanlearningcenter.com 

The Lean Learning Center was founded in 
2001 by manufacturing and consulting in-

dustry veterans Andy Carlino, Jamie 
Flinchbaugh and Dennis Pawley to address 
the gaps and barriers that are holding back 
companies from successful lean transforma-
tion. In addition to the advanced curricu-
lum, the Center has developed a learning 

environment designed specifically for adult 
learning, utilizing techniques that include 

discovery simulations, case studies, personal 
planning and journaling. Together, with 
affiliate Achievement Dynamics, founded 
by Andy Carlino in 1991, the companies 
offer a complete array of lean transforma-

tion services. 

Lean Learning Center 

learning opportunity.” – R.B., 
Director of Marketing, CFM 
Group  

 

“The Center’s instructors are 
great about bringing informa-
tion down to an understand-
able and usable level.” – SME 
in Lean Directions    

 

“I’ve been trying to put all of 
this together for 5 years.  You 

“With 20 years experience, 
this week of lean training 
finally gave me a picture of 
what business is all about.” – 
T.C., ZF Industries    

 

“I earned an MBA from the 
#2-ranked business school in 
the country.  I gained more 
applicable and replicable 
business knowledge during 
the 5-day Lean Experience 
than I had in any other single 

guys got me to understand in 
5 days.” – an automotive 
plant manager    

“You’ve given me the words 
that help me explain what I 
feel in my gut, in my heart.  
This is what’s been missing.”  
- a former Toyota manager    

 

"The Lean Learning Center is 
the only place I know that 
teaches lean systems think-
ing.  There are a lot of people 
teaching the tools.  However, 
without the 'system thinking' 
it is like trying to build a 
house with a hammer and 
saw but not a blueprint." - 
Automotive Tier-1 lean 
coach  

Lean Learning Center Client Comments 

Developing leaders and learners for lean transformation 

For more visit 
www.leanlearningcenter.com 


