Lean manufacturing is a generic process management philosophy derived mostly from the Toyota Production System (TPS). It is renowned for its focus on reduction of the original Toyota 'seven wastes' in order to improve overall customer value. Lean is often linked with Six Sigma because of that methodology's emphasis on reduction of process variation (or its converse smoothness). Toyota's steady growth from a small player to the most valuable and the biggest car company in the world has focused attention upon how it has achieved this, making "Lean" a hot topic in management science in the first decade of the 21st century.

For many, Lean is the set of TPS 'tools' that assist in the identification and steady elimination of waste (muda), the improvement of quality, and production time and cost reduction. To solve the problem of waste, Lean Manufacturing has several 'tools' at its disposal. These include continuous process improvement (kaizen), the "5 Whys" and mistake-proofing (poka-yoke). In this way it can be seen as taking a very similar approach to other improvement methodologies.

There is a second approach to Lean Manufacturing which is promoted by Toyota in which the focus is upon improving the 'flow' or smoothness of work (thereby steadily eliminating mura, unevenness) through the system and not upon 'waste reduction' per se. Techniques to improve flow include production levelling, "pull" production (by means of kanban) and the Heijunka box.

The difference between these two approaches is not the goal but the prime approach to achieving it. The implementation of smooth flow exposes quality problems which always existed and thus waste reduction naturally happens as a consequence. The advantage claimed for this approach is that it naturally takes a system-wide perspective whereas a 'waste' focus has this perspective, sometimes wrongly, assumed. Some Toyota staff have expressed some surprise at the 'tool' based approach as they see the tools as work-arounds made necessary where flow could not be fully implemented and not as aims in themselves.

Lean Manufacturing Training and Implementation Services
Getting Lean Should Be . . . A Lean Process!
So what do we mean by "Getting Lean Should Be A Lean Process?"

TPS Pres., Bill Hanover

Well, this is a subject we could go on and on about, but that wouldn't be very "Lean" of us now would it! Here are a few bullet points that should give you a good sense of it:

Get Educated - Before deciding if Lean is right for your company we recommend you read "The Goal" by Eli Goldrat (not actually a book on Lean, but will help you understand where to apply it.) You should also check out "Lean Thinking" by James P. Womack. This is a good introductory level read. 

We also recommend you call local and industry related companies that are implementing Lean, and find out all you can from them. They will likely be very helpful. Maybe you'll get to tour a couple of plants and/or participate in an improvement event (Kaizen Event) with them. This is a great way to learn about Lean. 

Conduct an Assessment - Ok, this will cost some time and money, but a true "Lean" assessment is quickly performed and value-adding. Read this article The Lean Manufacturing Assessment if you want to know more about the assessment process. This is a critical step that should not be omitted. 

Take Action - Your assessment should result in a plan of action that helps you know where to start your Lean Journey. Start working on your #1 biggest constraint (See "The Goal" if you're not sure what that is,) using the tools available to you in the Lean Manufacturing Tool kit. 

Lather, Rinse, Repeat... - At this point it is a matter of continually assessing where you are, where you are going, and working and adjusting your plan. During this stage you are further developing your team into Lean Champions and creating the internal structure that enables your culture of "Continuous Improvement." 

Sure, there is much more that could be said, but we hope this brief overview gives you a good sense of what to expect going forward. Don't let anyone sell you a "step by step package" to getting Lean, unless they have conducted a thorough assessment of your company, and can tell you the How, What, Where, When, & Why behind their proposal. Lean is not a one-size fits all program and must be adjusted to your specific and unique needs. 

The TPS Team... 

************************************************************************************ An Open Letter to Senior Managers: No single seminar, classroom experience, or "colored belt" will provide you bottom-line Lean results. 

"Lean happens at the process...with your people, trained and motivated, fully engaged in the hot pursuit of excellence, as they follow your lead and learn to share and support your Lean Vision." 

We promote your vision and goals, and certify your team through the hands-on application of Lean tools for immediate and long-term results. 

Getting Lean should itself be "a Lean Process."

