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Editor’s (quick) note: 
Shorter month, shorter mag! :) 

Well, this one - and again - is very much dedicated to people, culture, leadership, and of 

course, lean and continuous improvement. Some of the subjects theleanmag followers 

asked for in a recent poll. 

As we enter through the door of a new year in this VUCA world (it is, whether you like it or 

not), these topics are becoming more and more important in order to be, or become a suc-

cessful professional/business. People are redeeming their role in organizations - and we 

all must recognize it. 

 

Enjoy your reading. 

Pedro Monteiro 

mag@theleanmag.com 
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READY, 
FIRE, 
AIM! 

T 
here is a saying, rather a curse; “May you 

live in interesting times”.  It is a curse be-

cause interesting times are times that are 

full of Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, 

and Ambiguity; interesting times are VU-

CA times; disruptive, chaotic, and trans-

formative. 

Whereas life in uninteresting times is pre-

dicable, rote, even boring. 

We are living in interesting times. 

Over the past year, I have had conversations with cou-

ntless continuous improvement professionals. To a per-

son, they all lamented how their programs were cut-back 

to the bone or dissolved in their entirety. 

Some claimed to have been involved in operational ex-

cellence, but they really were not. They were not trying to 

get their organizations to operation better as organizati-

ons; instead concentrating on vertical (process) optimiza-

tions over horizontal (system) integrations, organizational 

design, and accelerating the achievement of the organi-

zation’s vision. 

I do a deep dive into why these efforts and those invol-

ved were killed-off in my article, “Eulogy of a Continuous 

Improvement Program” (tlm #5).  In the article, I make the 

statement that the effected continuous improvement pro-

fessionals and their programs were; “Not working on what 

was important. Not working on supporting the company 

vision or strategy. Not working to compress time. Now, 

just not working.”   

And in a follow-up article entitled “Know what? So 

what,” I share the importance of looking beyond cost sa-

vings when quantifying the benefits of a program; and to 

be especially cautious in leading with cost savings as the 

highlight of the program when those cost savings might 

be so insignificant as to be a mere rounding error. 

But over the last few months, there has been a definite 

change in the direction of the wind with regards to Opera-

tional Excellence and Continuous Improvement pro-

grams.  Where the conversations I had been having were 

about cutting programs, now the conversations are about 

designing and deploying them (or redesigning and de-

ploying as the case might be).  

by Joseph Paris, 

who has devoted his enti-

re career of over 30 years 

to helping companies be-

come high-performance 

organizations. Author of 

“State of Readiness”, sou-

ght-after strategist, con-

sultant, mentor, and  

speaker. 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/jvc77qdrn5w4r8y/josephparistheleanmag.mp4?dl=0
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Some companies are looking for 

short-term transformations to reach 

some objective within a timeframe 

and some are looking long-term inten-

ding to put in a program that will 

(eventually) be the company’s busi-

ness operating system.  Most know 

what they want to achieve as an end-

result; which is promising. 

 

But in almost every case, the con-

versations have illuminated the perils 

that await.  

 

The need for clear and concise 

communication: In most if not all con-

versations I have had, the single bi-

ggest challenge has been in determi-

ning and disseminating the messa-

ge.  So before we proce-

ed further, we 

must spend a 

moment to dis-

cuss communicati-

on skills and the ne-

ed to hone them. 

 

Rule Nr.1 is to docu-

ment everything.  A man-

tra that I live by is; “If it’s not 

written, it does not exist.”  I 

know it takes time and is 

sometimes painful, 

but only doom 

awaits if you 

don’t docu-

ment 

your 

aspirations, 

intentions, and 

plans – and then 

share what has been 

written with those who are 

involved (in other words, eve-

ryone who will be affected or influen-

ced by the plans as they are carried 

out). 

 

Rule Nr.2 is be clear and concise 

as is possible.  Avoid using any 

“MBA” words or creating a “word sa-

lad”.  After all, the message must be 

understandable for everyone in the 

organization, wherever they may be 

located, and regardless of what their 

native language might be. 

 

For example; What do-

es the following mean 

and how could anyone 

understand it, much less align to it.  If 

your communique sounds or reads 

like this, do better. 

 

LostSoulsCo is the industry leader 

of cross-media six-sigma, long-term 

platforms. The metrics for EBCDIC 

are more well-understood if they are 

not world-class.  We will visualize the 

power of functionalities to enhance 

our results as measured visa-vie a 

new set of KPI’s.  It comes off as fa-

bulous, but it's realistic!  And it 

sounds estranging, but it's true!  We 

will have a B2C2B plan for monitoring 

new biometrics.  And we have 

come to know that if 

you revolu-

tionize 

compellingly then you may also expe-

dite intuitively.  Accordingly, we pride 

ourselves not only on our bricks-and-

clicks feature set, but our newbie-

proof administration and simple ope-

ration.  The metrics for bandwidth are 

more well-understood if they are not 

turn-key.  And if you cultivate compel-

lingly, you may have to redefine stra-

tegically.  As a result, we will extend 

our capacity to reinvent without de-

crementing our power to synthesize.  

In a word, diversifying what is super-

fluous in favor of what is core. 

Credit: Andrew Davidson and his 

Corporate Gibberish Generator 

 

Suggestion; Have an outsider read 

it (maybe an adult child).  If they don’t 

understand it, neither will the people 

who need to.  Go back and rework it. 

Setting a clear vision for the future:  

Although not a given, we have to as-

sume that the C-Suite and Directors 

of the company have a vision for what 

the company will be in three to five 

years’ time.  If this is lacking, then 

everything else will be a challenge.  

After all, how can you create strate-

gies and tactics if you don’t know 

where you are going or what you will 

be.  

 

Need to determine the success fac-

tors:  I have never seen or heard of 

an Operational Excellence pro-

gram fail.  By that, I mean I have 

never heard a program make 

things worse off than before it 

was launched; there is always 

incremental improvement.  But 

what I have seen are programs 

that failed to meet an expectati-

on; or worse, that the expecta-

tions were not set to begin 

with (or set in only the most 

nebulous of terms).  

Many of the companies with 

whom I have spoken have 

placed an emphasis on the 

required inputs without de-

termining the desired out-

puts.  They talk about the 

need for tools, or talent 

but when challenged as 

to what success looks 

like, they are far less 

detailed, and critically 

so.  The risk is that they 

will not be working on 

what’s important to the busi-

ness, only what they think might be 

important to the business. 

Instead, what they really need to do 

is determine and agree on what suc-

cess looks like.  I like to do a little 

exercise; pretend your program and 

efforts are so successful that the local 

newspaper printed an “extra” edition 

of the newspaper in celebration of its 

success.  What would the headlines 

read?  What would some of the su-

pporting stories be?  Who would be 

noted in the articles and for what?  

Establishing alignment: At this 

point, we have (hopefully) detailed 

what the vision of the future looks like 

and the success factors for measu-

ring the level of its accomplishment.   

I have never 

seen or heard of 

an Operational 

Excellence 

program fail.  

“ 
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At this point, all of the stakeholders 

must agree that this is the case.  Do 

not proceed if it is not.  Instead, go 

back and rework the vision and suc-

cess factors until there is alignment.  

Create a plan:  Once alignment has 

been established, and although a 

notional plan might have been crea-

ted prior, it’s time to create the real 

plan that details roles, responsibili-

ties, resources required (what, where, 

when, and at what cost), and the mi-

lestones and waypoints to measure 

progress.  

If your plan spans multiple years, 

only the present year should be fully 

detailed with subsequent years being 

less detailed.  The reason for this is 

that, in all my experience, there has 

never been a plan that was on-time, 

on-budget, and met all the delivera-

bles.  Therefore, subsequent years 

should be detailed to the 

extent that the major objec-

tives are identified and the 

hand-off from year to year is 

prepared for; much like run-

ners in a relay race. 

Gaining commitment: 

Alignment should be reaf-

firmed between and 

amongst the stakeholders 

and leadership once the 

plan is created.  Having 

achieved reaffirmation, de-

monstrable commitments 

should be made; leadership 

to support the plan in a 

meaningful way so that it is 

unmistakably so (funding, 

resources, and so on) as 

well as those who are responsible for 

the execution of the plan. 

Getting everyone else on board: 

For the plan to be successful will re-

quire the support of those who were 

not involved in its development; the 

rank and file.  To be successful here, 

not only will you have to “sell” the 

plan to those everyone who will be 

instrumental in its being successful, 

but they will have to “buy” into the 

plan. 

To accomplish this will require two 

critical components. 

First, you must package it simply, 

using the most basic language in as 

few words as is possible.  Take the 

time to distill it down for everyone’s 

sake and for the sake of the plan.  

You must understand it well enough 

and you have to be able to demon-

strate that you do.  If you don’t or 

can’t do this, the chances of on-

boarding others are as close to nil as 

is possible.  As Albert Einstein said, 

“If you can’t explain it simply, you 

don’t understand it well enough.”  

Second, you need to demonstrate 

that there is a direct benefit to the 

participants; that they will directly and 

personally benefit in a tangible man-

ner from engaging.  Their being able 

to know their own “What’s In It For 

Me” (WIIFM) will at least present the 

opportunity for people to come 

onboard with the program and its ef-

forts.  If you present in the abstract, 

or for the “benefit of the company”, 

the chances are great that people will 

not come on-board and, in fact, might 

become resistant. 

 

Periodically level-set the program: 

As your program roll-out is happen-

ing, make sure to hit the milestones 

and waypoints.  Nothing will jeopard-

ize a program faster than having it (or 

those leading it) called into question.  

To avoid this peril, be sure that the 

expectations set are reasonable.  

Remember, for most people involved, 

this is only a part-time additional role.  

And there are not too many people I 

know who are working that have a lot 

of extra time on their hands, so make 

sure that you properly balance the 

workload so that the expectations can 

be met in the time required. 

Since the program spans multiple 

years, formalize a program auditing 

process to measure the actual pro-

gress against the plan and to ensure 

the program objectives are still valid.  

After all, business factors are dynam-

ic and ever-changing; and these 

changes will cause a redirect or a 

reprioritization of efforts.  We need to 

ensure we are always working on 

what’s important. 

A simple way of determining what 

might have changed and what is im-

portant is if what the senior leaders of 

the organization are working on has 

changed.  This is doubly-true if there 

is a change in the senior leadership.  

You can almost be certain that there 

will be a change in strategy that soon 

follows, and this will precipitate a 

change in direction of what is needed 

of your program.  Be sure to be lead-

ing and not lagging in these efforts; 

be proactive, understand what the 

new strategy might be, and make the 

necessary adjustments accordingly. 

 

“Fail to plan, plan to fail.” – Benja-

min Franklin 

 

If you do the hard work upfront 

along the lines I have outlined in this 

article, you will be on the road to suc-

cess.  Done well, properly communi-

cating, and gaining the alignment and 

commitment before you start will 

make the actual roll-out of your pro-

gram almost anticlimactic.  And put-

ting protocols in place to capture 

changes in the business factors and 

the resultant strategies will help to 

ensure your program is, 

and remains, the strate-

gic force multiplier it 

has the potential to be.  

◼ 
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PAIN + REFLECTION 

 

R 
ay Dalio is an unknown to 

many of us but according to 

Forbes® he is one of the 

100 wealthiest people in 

the world and according to 

Times® one of the 100 most influen-

tial people (who is consulted by the 

president of the FED and the ECB, 

among other institutions, when they 

need to make strategic decisions). He 

is known as the "Steve Jobs of invest-

ments". 

In his book 'Principles', a fabulous 

book, Dalio says that for him: PRO-

GRESS = PAIN + REFLECTION. He 

argues that without these two ele-

ments we do not move forward. And 

according to the author, we have to 

use both, because 

not using both is the 

origin of stagnation 

or of the repetition of 

the error or of the 

regression. 

Going through 

PAIN is inevitable for 

everyone (even 

those who socially 

say that everything 

always goes well! 

We live in a society 

where failure is 

frowned upon and 

therefore hidden and 

it is therefore com-

mon to find discus-

sion forums where 

only success stories 

are presented [at 

LEANTODAY it is 

not like this]). Every-

one fails, everyone 

has losses, every-

one has less suc-

cessful moments. 

Sometimes they 

even invested a lot 

of time and re-

sources to plan and 

prepare but, for a 

cause/motive that 

was not revealed 

before, it did not 

happen as expected 

and desired. We 

have to count on 

PAIN because it is 

PAIN that teaches us, that shows us, 

if nothing else, that this is not the 

way, the most robust option. It is, 

however, through failures that we 

learn and grow the most. When we 

fail, we look for other solutions and 

these are often the ones that solve 

our initial problem. Despite all the 

success that Dalio has had over the 

years, he makes a point of making his 

mistakes clear and showing how they 

made all the difference in his trajecto-

ry. He writes that "If you're not failing, 

it means you're not pushing your lim-

its, and if you're not pushing your lim-

its, it means you're not maximising 

your potential." Those who don't fail 

don't learn. 

But we fall into the same mistake. 

We cause not the same PAIN but a 

greater one because we already 

know what the consequence will be. 

Why does this happen? Dalio argues 

that REFLECTION is key. "Most peo-

ple find it difficult to reflect when they 

are experiencing a painful situation 

and pay attention to other things 

when the pain is gone, so they miss 

the opportunity to learn from reflec-

tions." And allied to this principle Da-

lio urges us to ask other, credible 

people the root causes of our PAIN. It 

can be very useful to deepen the de-

tail and the ability to learn from the 

PAIN. This REFLECTION will allow 

you to build a pattern of response, 

better and faster self-evaluation and 

evaluation of the outside world giving 

you a robust response capacity. 

He then argues that we should face 

pain instead of avoiding it because, 

among other benefits, we will identify, 

accept and learn to deal with our own 

weaknesses. Stopping to think about 

what happens to us is fundamental 

not to reduce ourselves to a change

(zine) but to fight to make progress 

Dalio goes on to write that "if you do 

it right you can 

change your psycho-

logical reaction to life 

so that the painful 

can turn into some-

thing you crave."  

After reading Dalio I 

decided that for me it 

will be: PROGRESS 

= PAIN + REFLEC-

TION + ACTION. 

Apply the same pro-

cess in your compa-

ny, as Dalio does, as 

Toyota does, and 

move on to achieve 

and gain what Dalio 

gains and grow as 

Dalio and his Bridge-

water Associates 

grow. 

Remember that to-

day is the tomorrow 

you prepared for 

yesterday and that 

'when we prepare for 

change and make 

that our way of being 

and being everything 

becomes easier. 

This is being ahead 

of the future', so take 

up the challenge. 

Start, Go, Walk, 

Run, Drive... 

.  ◼ 
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WHAT IS 
LEAN 

LEADERSHIP 
AND HOW 

DO YOU GET IT? 
Leading with purpose 

 

W 
hile outsiders might consider 

the core competence of Toyota 

to be eliminating waste 

through,   TPS, and look only 

at manufacturing, Toyota 

executives will tell you it is their 

dedication and skill in deve-

loping leaders at all levels.  

Toyota leaders serve a higher 

purpose of contributing to so-

ciety, local communities, and team members. They agree 

on challenging goals for the business to survive in the 

long term and lead with passion to achieve those goals 

while simultaneously developing people.  The Toyota 

Way 2001 summarizes it simply with the two pillars conti-

nuous improvement and respect for people and sees 

these pillars as intertwined: Process improvement and 

people development go hand in hand. 

This True North set of beliefs shapes a model of lead-

ership that deeply informs the way the company does 

business, creating leaders who achieve the 

organization’s goals in all parts of the business, both in 

results and the way people work to achieve them. In this 

way they multiply their impact by developing leaders who 

develop leaders who have a scientific mindset in working 

systematically toward any goal.  Quality, cost, delivery, 

safety, morale and environmental harmony are all goals 

that require the same energetic approach to systematic 

kaizen.  Dealing with supply chain issues requires lead-

ership.  Ushering the company into the next phase of mo-

bility—key is leadership!  It is a skill set and mindset that 

all Toyota leaders spend their lifetimes cultivating, as 

coach and learner.  

In my years of consulting and advising organizations 

throughout the world, it has been clear that the difference 

between success and failure is leadership.  Ask a global 

company to name their best plants and they will be 

naming their best plant managers.  Look deeply into what 

allowed a company to produce a great, breakthrough pro-

duct that funds the company and you will find exceptional 

leaders of development teams. We (including me) have 

come to refer to these as “lean leaders.” 

by Jeffrey Liker, 

Professor Emeritus, 

professional speaker and 

advisor through his 

company Liker Lean 

Advisors, LLC to teach 

and consult in the Toyota 

Way. 
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Wouldn’t it be nice if all leaders 

went to the gemba, studied deeply, 

and believed in the lean philosophy?  

But it is even more generic.  Wouldn’t 

it be even better if we had leaders 

with the skills and mindset to build 

winning teams that could navigate 

through treacherous territory to achie-

ve breakthrough goals of all types? 

 

TOYOTA Leaders Fit Collin’s 

“Level 5 Leaders” 

I often contrast Toyota to Western 

companies. In the United States, the 

most individualistic culture in the 

world, we value the rugged 

individualist as CEO, someone who is 

charismatic and articulates loudly 

a bold vision for the com-

pany. This heroic 

figure 

then 

gets 

the 

right 

executives 

on board, 

who either 

make the vision 

happen or are 

pushed out. Since 

our CEOs tend to be 

portable, they take 

some recipe that worked 

for them in the past and 

impose it on whatever new 

companies they take over. 

When coming to a new com-

pany, they often talk about fixing a 

“broken culture” by installing their 

new performance culture. Often, this 

includes bringing in consultants they 

have used in the past from whatever 

persuasion to build the leadership 

team and help drive the new culture. I 

for one have had several consulting 

engagements ended when the new 

CEO and crew come to town. Out 

with the old, in with the new, or the 

old from a prior company that is. 

This approach aligns neatly with 

what Jim Collins describes as “level 

4” leaders (in a hierarchy of five 

leadership levels) in his book Good to 

Great. They can drive a team to work 

long hours singularly focused on the 

goals set by the top, usually financial 

goals, but this goal 

achievement does not 

make the company 

great.   

What was fascinating to me is that 

his “level 5” leaders, all in the 

individualistic United States, were 

more like Toyota leaders than my 

stereotype of western leaders.  Every 

one of the 11 Western “great compa-

nies” had “level 5” leaders.  His in-

sights provided some validation that 

what I observed at Toyota was not 

unique to one Japanese company, or 

of Japanese leaders in general. His 

11 great companies experienced ex-

ceptional growth and superior stock 

market performance over long pe-

riods of time (not necessarily forever), 

when compared with 11 average 

competitors and 6 

“unsustained” companies 

that temporarily appeared great but 

then declined.  

The level 5 leaders’ characteristics 

include: 
1 

• Intense professional will, yet 

personal humility 

• Understated, yet fearless 

• Transformational leaders 

• Dedicated their lives to building an 

enduring and great company 

• Selected the best people for jobs, 

even bypassing family members of 

the founders 

• Founded the company or grew the 

organization from within 

• Looked in the mirror and assigned 

self-blame, looked out the window 

to assign credit 

• Obsessive about knowing their 

business in detail 

• Brutally honest about reality, even 

when it was bad news 

 

Voila! You have a Toyota leader. A 

different animal from the bravado 

level 4 leader, and in many ways not 

nearly as exciting. Like Collin’s great 

companies, Toyota grows its leaders 

from within to live and breathe the 

culture.  Almost all Toyota leaders are 

hired into the company as “freshman” 

and stay with the company until retire-

ment. Overseas operations 

sometimes hire from outside, when 

necessary, but for the most part 

Toyota grows from within.   

But doesn’t this type of culture 

become stale? Toyota cer-

tainly wants a stable 

culture, and the underlying 

values have not changed 

since Sakichi Toyoda 

founded his loom company. 

Respect for people and continu-

ous improvement are the 

bedrock of the culture. Sound 

boring?  However, that stable 

culture focuses on developing 

exceptional leaders who are 

passionate about pursuing excellence 

and achieving even the most 

audacious goals. Creativity and 

innovation are expectations for 

Toyota leaders starting with Sakichi 

Toyoda, known as the king of 

inventors in Japan. 

TPS master and Ohno disciple, 

Nampachi Hayashi, explained it this 

way: 

“There is no magic method. Rather, 

a Total Management System is 

needed, that develops human 

capability to its fullest capacity to best 

enhance creativity and fruitfulness, to 

utilize facilities and machines well, 

and to eliminate all waste.” 
2 

 

Approaching Breakthrough Goals 

Scientifically 

Toyota’s model of humble 

leadership is rooted in a deeply un-

derstanding the gemba, testing the 

next idea on the way to the 

challenging goal. Steven Spear gave 

a vivid example of how leaders are 

trained to do this, as summarized in 

the new edition of The Toyota Way.  

“ Quality, cost, delivery, 

safety, morale, and     

environmental harmony 

are all goals that        

require the same         

energetic approach to              

systematic kaizen.   
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An American called Dallis 

(pseudonym) was hired in and trained 

by a TPS master, Steve recounts.  

Dallis had two separate master’s de-

grees in engineering and was used to 

being a hotshot. His approach was 

challenged however when he was as-

signed to an engine plant, where he 

had to put his head down and get his 

hands dirty to reach challenging goals 

focused on equipment uptime, pro-

ductivity, and ergonomic safety.   

For six weeks in assembly, he was 

coached to perform short cycles of 

observing and changing work 

processes, over and over. Each week 

the master would ask him what he ex-

pected to happen and on Friday what 

did happen and what he planned for 

the next week (sound like kata?). In 

six weeks, 25 changes were made to 

individual processes along with 75 

recommendations for redistributing 

the work that required a larger recon-

figuration of the equipment, which 

was done over a weekend. The re-

sults were impressive, including 

reducing the number of people 

needed to do the work from 19 to 15 

team members. He then was asked to 

spend another six weeks on 

operational availability of equipment 

with a target of reaching 95%.  He 

managed to achieve 90 percent.  

He was then sent to Japan to do the 

same thing, in this case competing 

with Japanese team leaders 

(production workers with leadership 

roles) working on similar projects.  At 

first the Japanese won generating far 

more ideas and implementing more of 

them.  Eventually he got the hang of it 

and met his objectives. After this 

humbling stint in Japan, Dallis 

returned to the US to continue his 

work on equipment uptime exceeding 

the original goals and getting to 99 

percent. Dallis learned he was indeed 

not a hotshot, and he had a great 

deal more to learn. He also learned 

the value of working on real problems 

at the gemba with a qualified coach. 

Perhaps most important he learned 

respect for people.  He could not 

have achieved any of the goals 

without the help of dedicated team 

members. 

Dallis’s lessons about the process 

of learning was later codified by Mike 

Rother in what he called the Improve-

ment Kata (the IK documented in 

Toyota Kata and The Toyota Kata 

Practice Guide). There is a planning 

phase to understand the big-picture 

direction, study the current condition, 

and then define your next, short-term 

target condition.  This leads to an 

iterative process of learning your way 

to the goal through many small steps 

(experiments) which some mistake for 

modest achievements.  But the 

direction is a big, breakthrough 

challenge, and it is almost always 

achieved. Dallis’ engineering 

sensibility was to try to get to the big 

goal mainly through big solutions, and 

he proved himself wrong. He 

discovered that he could learn more 

by trying smaller things quickly and 

learning from successes and failures. 

His coach helped him see any failure 

as no more than something that did 

not work out as expected, something 

to learn from. As David Meier learned 

from his sensei at Toyota of 

Kentucky, “every day a little up, some 

days a big up,” (see Toyota Way 

Fieldbook). 

This patient, grounded, disciplined 

approach is what Toyota is looking for 

in a leader driven by persistence and 

always an eye on the larger purpose.  

They also, from their beginning, held 

the commonsense notion that 

leadership is shaped through 

experience, acting and getting 

immediate corrective feedback 

through coaching.  Short courses 

were never expected to develop the 

desired leadership behavior.  Toyota 

calls it OJD, or on-the-job 

development. Toyota leaders all over 

the world go through similar training 

and the training never stops. Every 

leader has another leader coaching 

them to achieve ever greater 

breakthrough goals and they are 

coaching others. The culture appears 

stable but is actually in a state of 

constant renewal. 

 

How Can companies outside 

Toyota develop lean leaders?  

We tend to want the quick fix, what 

Dr. Deming called “instant pudding.”  

What is the secret tool that Toyota 

uses to magically produce these 

leaders?  A popular tool these days is 

leader standard work. This is general-

ly done in conjunction with gemba 

walks.  Walk the floor and ask specific 

questions, sometimes written on 

cards. Continuous improvement staff 

may come along to provide some 

corrective feedback.  Busy leaders 

may resist spending the time doing 

this, but in my experience they find it 

both enlightening and energizing.  

On the other hand, it rarely 

becomes a daily practice, and 

particularly for high 

level executives, it may 

only be an occasional 

disruption to their 

normal schedules. 
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Leader stan-

dard work is a 

kind of kata, 

which in the 

Japanese 

martial arts 

are exercises 

to practice a 

particular 

skill, 

repeatedly, 

until the mas-

ter instructor 

is convinced 

you are doing 

it correctly 

and it is a 

new habit. 

Mindful 

gemba walks 

are practice 

routines that 

are most 

valuable 

when done 

with a skilled 

coach 

providing 

useful feed-

back, 

primarily by 

asking 

questions.  

This type of 

leader stan-

dard work is 

one useful 

kata to get 

started, but it 

is not the 

endpoint.  In 

fact Rother’s 

Improvement 

Kata and 

Coaching Ka-

ta can be 

used for 

gemba walks. 

Think of a 

beginner 

piano student 

playing 

scales or simple tunes to learn how to put their fingers on 

the right keys. They are expected to practice repeatedly 

and checked by the teacher until they get it right, but the 

result is a starting point—a basic foundation for 

developing the skills of playing more complex pieces.  

Mike Rother observed the way various Toyota leaders 

developed people and recognized two key-

points:  First, there was a distinctive pattern 

to the way Toyota leaders, like Dallis, were 

trained and it focused on scientific thinking 

as a way to achieve explicit goals.  Second, 

what actually develops these leaders is going on below 

the surface, in the way they practice and are coached.  

The image for the type of leadership desired is in the 

minds of the mentors, and what the “learner” is doing may 

have no apparent connection to the desired pattern of 

thinking. Think of the Karate Kid painting fences and 

waxing cars that leads to karate skills.  

He also realized that without a deep bench of already 

developed leaders who can coach this pattern companies 

outside Toyota are at a disadvantage. They have to start 

somewhere with lots of chickens and eggs.  To help com-

panies outside Toyota get started Rother documented 

what the Toyota leaders are trying to teach, the Improve-

ment Kata model,  

and developed practice routines to learn each step, 

through repetition, with a coach.  He even developed kata 

for the coach to learn how to coach.  He calls them 

“starter kata.”  These are not steps in a new problem-

solving method, or a roadmap to becoming a level 5 

leaders.  They are  rather rigid starting exercises for your 

mental muscles to lay the foundation for more flexible, 

higher-level scientific thinking. 

A company that has hired leaders from many different 

places with different cultures has to start somewhere in 

building a common culture.  And coaching scientific 

thinking through kata is a great place to start.  

But first, top management must take developing 

leadership seriously and recognize that short training 

courses or online courses or coaching leader standard 

work for a short time will not fundamentally change how 

your leaders think and act. At best the people who are 

being coached will become more aware of certain things 

and develop a new vocabulary. But when faced with a 

real situation, especially under stress, they will likely re-

vert to what comes naturally, even if it was never terribly 

effective. 

Nor is the answer firing existing leaders who do not get 

it and hiring “fully-baked” lean leaders—getting the right 

people on the bus. You want to develop your culture, 

deliberately, and hiring a bunch of people from outside 

who bring with them their past business practices and bi-

ases will not get you there. It could be useful to hire some 

people with deep lean experience whose values are com-

patible with your desired culture, but mostly to coach 

others.  

It is realistic and possible to develop lean leaders at all 

levels given time, persistence, and the dirty word 

patience.  You need to start at the beginning and Rother’s 

starter kata provide a strong foundation.  It does not re-

quire that you follow the improvement kata model exactly 

as Rother laid out. You can develop your own kata. But 

the purpose of the kata is to practice healthy habits and 

methods often and over a long enough period of time that 

they become natural. Practice kata to achieve something 

broader: developing leaders who approach challenging 

problems scientifically with respect for people. It is a long-

term journey, endless really, and you will continue to 

learn, refine, and develop your approach as a coach and 

improver.  ◼ 
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RESPECT 
FOR 

HUMANITY 
Part III 

Respect During Conflict 

C 
an there be respect for humanity; 

our humanness, during conflict? 

I have been exploring my reflections 

on the second pillar of lean; respect 

for humanity throughout most of my 

career now, especially once I moved 

in to management, and more senior 

leadership roles, but particularly as I 

gain more experience in this thing cal-

led life. Just as we reach a plateau 

more nuance, and complexity reveals itself, and our per-

ception develops revealing more depth, and richness in 

our life’s work. 

The past two years have been illuminating for me, and I 

think for many, pushing all of us as individuals outside 

our comfort zones, but also pushing collective groups of 

people to behave differently. Some of this has been man-

dated by government, some of it is driven by our emoti-

ons, and yet further still some has been directed by our 

social groups. 

After many months of avoiding, living through, and now 

living with a 1 in 100 year pandemic, collectively we are 

somewhat fatigued. If we were children our parents would 

make excuses for us, for our fatigue, our limited patience, 

our self-focus, and our inability to articulate what the pro-

blem is. They would ask if there is a place we could have 

a little lay down, and try and get some sleep. The wisest 

of us have been cautioning, extolling upon us the need 

for self-care, for compassion for ourselves, patience, and 

increased empathy. 

This has been somewhat effective for those who liste-

ned, and who had capacity in their career and lives to 

follow these instructions, but what of those frontline peo-

ple, the people who must spin their cogs faster to keep 

those larger cogs of life, and the economy turning? Who 

in times of crisis must find another gear? Or those left 

behind when their compatriots fall ill or are crushed by 

the sustained need to dig deeper? How are those people, 

those fellow travellers on our blue orb? 

There is a significant body of research that tells us what 

goes on in our brains during periods of stress, and even 

sustained stress, and if you will indulge the author a little, 

I will explain to the best of my layman’s understanding. 

Our brain has two primary states of consciousness;  

by Esther McVicar, 

is an organisational 

systems specialist 

focused on strategic 

leadership in 

organisational excellence, 

change enablement, and 

organizational 

development.  
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awake and sleeping, modulated by 

our Reticular Activating System 

(RAS). This system also controls our 

fight or flight instinct. It is continually 

scanning for information, but as you 

can imagine this is an exhaustive 

task, so our brain has trained it to 

look out for certain triggers, basically 

just two things; those things that inte-

rest us, or those things that can harm 

us. This works in both states of cons-

ciousness or sleep (Garcia-Rill, 

2015). 

This is an observable phenomenon. 

If you are a city dweller when you 

walk down the sidewalk, you are 

bombarded with sights and 

sounds. However your interest is 

rarely drawn to any one sound, 

you will ignore a car horn, yelling 

people, traffic sounds, and they 

will remain peripheral to your at-

tention; however a piercing child’s 

cry of distress will draw your at-

tention. This is an evolutionary 

artefact from the most primitive 

part of our brain, the RAS. When 

we hear that sound we will look 

up, try and find the source, and 

do a rapid assessment in fracti-

ons of a second to see if there is 

an action to be taken. This is your 

adrenal response, this is comple-

tely out of your control, and is 

innate in all humans. 

When we are faced with a cri-

sis, or what our brain sees as a 

threat, we have three typical opti-

ons; fight, flight or freeze 

(Cannon, 1931)(Schneider, 

2017). Now, the choice we make 

is dependent upon further analy-

sis of the environment, and our expe-

rience with it, however, another evolu-

tionary artefact also kicks in at this 

point; the neural seesaw. This me-

chanism describes the interplay 

between the executive part of our 

brain, and emotional or social part of 

our brain. Analysis and emotion resi-

de in different parts of the brain, so 

when we are being analytical, as 

mentioned earlier, as in a time of cri-

sis, our brain is effectively shut off 

from its emotional or social aspects, 

like a seesaw, at that moment you are 

either analytical or social (Lieberman, 

2013).  Thus, if we are experiencing a 

high adrenal response, and feeling 

threatened, our ability to interact with 

empathy is limited. It is important to 

realise this is not a choice, it is also 

important to realise that the primitive 

brain, cannot distinguish from a real 

or a perceived threat, and in both ca-

ses will trigger an adrenal response. 

If we draw this knowledge together 

with our current context, it is concei-

vable that most of our fellow inhabi-

tants of the blue orb we call earth, are 

operating under this context, and ha-

ve been for some time. So what 

happens when we have a constant 

adrenal response, is it even possible? 

It is, and it’s known as adrenal dis-

tress or stress syndrome and can 

cause any number of clinical disor-

ders including physiological disease 

(Seyle, 1974).  

Cannon, whose theory was mentio-

ned earlier; the flight or fight respon-

se, is backed by Seyle in his observa-

tion that over time individuals also 

develop what is known as general 

adaptive syndrome (Seyle, 1974) 

where the body recognises the stress 

and compensates by increasing equal 

and opposite hormonal responses in 

an attempt to return to homeostasis, 

i.e. it turns down the volume of the 

adrenal response by providing an 

equal and opposite response e.g. 

raising blood glucose levels.  

A good example of this is an indivi-

dual’s response to a drop in core tem-

perature, the body will increase se-

cretion of the modulating hormone for 

adrenaline, while keeping the level of 

adrenaline constant (Frank et.al 

2002). This is backed by further re-

search that illustrates that shivering, 

one of the final attempts by the brain 

to protect the body in this crisis is fa-

cilitated by returning to homeostasis 

which allows an autonomic shivering 

response to occur (Nakamura & Mor-

rison, 2007) which in turn warms the 

body through muscle twitching. 

How then as lay people, not clinici-

ans can we identify people in this sta-

te? How can we understand the im-

pacts on decision making, and 

communication? One symptom we 

may notice is conflict, outside of those 

life threatening crises, conflict can be 

an indicator that one or both par-

ties are experiencing an adrenal 

response. So what do we mean 

by conflict? The Oxford Dictionary 

defines conflict as “a situation in 

which there are ideas, opinions, 

feelings or wishes that are oppo-

sed to each other”. Clearly con-

flict in and of itself has both positi-

ve and negative connotations. So 

why then could conflict be an indi-

cator of adrenal response and 

why as a lean practitioner must 

you be aware that it can be.  

Remember the neural seesaw? 

At rest our brain cycles between 

the two states of empathy and 

analysis with ease. However, un-

der load, or stress, this is not the 

case. When we are using that 

analytical part of our brain to sol-

ve a problem, the empathy part of 

our brain is suppressed, and vice 

versa, when we are recognising 

another’s emotional pain, the 

analytical part of our brain is su-

pressed, (Jack et.al, 2012).   

This dichotomy can lead flawed de-

cision making, and an increased reli-

ance on heuristics and bias as the 

brain takes mental shortcuts and 

switches from slow(analytical) to fast 

(experiential)thinking, by relying on 

established rules of thumb in order to 

make a decision or take action 

(Kahneman, 2012). 

Again this is an observable pheno-

mena, there are other competing sys-

tems in our brain which can illustrate 

this concept, for example when we 

look at the image on the left from one 

direction we will see a 

duck, yet from another 

we will see a rabbit, this 

illustrates an aspect of 

the theory of mind that  

Figure 1 – Perceptual Rivalry; McManus et.al, 2010 
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is known as perceptual rivalry. This perceptual 

rivalry mimics the impacts of the neural 

seesaw, clarifying the challen-

ge presented in ti-

mes of 

acute 

or chro-

nic stress.  

However, it is 

not all bad; 

the ultimate 

purpose of 

the adre-

nal sys-

tem is 

after 

all to 

pro-

tect 

us. 

It 

doesn’t 

take much imagi-

nation to see where the 

flight response might have been 

handy during our evolution, especially 

when faced with predators faster and bigger 

than us. Thus the adrenal response also has beneficial 

aspects; the challenge is that we are essentially a primiti-

ve animal in a modern world. Our brains and systems 

have not yet adapted to being the apex predator on the 

planet. These beneficial aspects are readily identified, 

and together with noticing how our colleagues are fra-

ming their arguments; either analytically or empathetical-

ly, can help us to figure out how to better communicate 

when our colleagues are experiencing an adrenal respon-

se, potentially avoiding creating unnecessary conflict.  

Generally, under an adrenal response we get faster, 

stronger, feel less pain, and become focussed on a speci-

fic objective (Schneider, 2017). This single focus is a clue 

to the external observer, this tunnel vision, or fixation can 

proceed auditory exclusion, or distortion, which is follo-

wed by an inability to participate in complex communicati-

on, this again is observable, and clues us in to the inter-

nal landscape of our colleagues. Another physiological 

response is known as the flinch response is often obser-

ved when something surprising or distressing is expres-

sed or experienced, i.e. sharp inhalation of breath, pulling 

the limbs into the body, and a move away from the per-

ceived threat. 

These are physiological indicators of incre-

asing adrenal responses, in the most extre-

me adrenal dump phase space and time 

can also become distorted, if your colleague is in this sta-

te, they can only apply what is instinctual or reflexive, and 

will not be able to accurately recall events, timelines, or 

anything discussed (Schneider, 2017). You may see so-

me of these or maybe only their echoes in the work envi-

ronment unless something truly catastrophic or especially 

triggering for the individual is experienced. 

So what do we do when we get an insight to our collea-

gues or our own internal landscape like this?  

Step one is to breathe deeply, the chameleon effect will 

encourage our colleagues to mimic us. If successful this 

will cause a parasympathetic response to slow their or 

your own heart rate and reduce anxiety by stimulating the 

vagus nerve (Howland, 2015).  This in turn stimulates the 

metabolism and raises blood glucose levels which as we 

learned earlier, will modulate the adrenaline coursing 

around our bodies. 

Step Two begin asking open ended questions to enga-

ge your colleague’s analytical neural pathway, and as-

sess how large an adrenal response they are having, e.g. 

are you ok? What is going on with you? This helps your 

colleague to switch from instinctual or experiential thin-

king to slow thinking and moves them out of a moment 

that is triggering for them. It is important to modulate the 

tone of voice, maintain a non-threatening posture, and to 

engage in active listening (Schneider, 2017). 

Step Three attend to the physiological comfort of your 

colleague, if mimicry has not been engaged, encourage  

a change in posture, i.e. if standing sit down, if sitting 

perhaps facilitate movement, some gentle pacing. Ano-

ther way of stimulating the vagus nerve is to drink or eat; 

offering water or a snack if appropriate is a good idea. It 

is also important that the topic of discussion at this point 

is dropped, or if it is the physical environment that is dis-

turbing, you move away from it.  

Step Four verbally encourage deep breathing, be reas-

suring, and non-judgemental. 

It is important to remember that if extreme reactions are 

experienced, and you feel threatened that you make 

yourself safe first, and call for help. 

During our regular working day, one may feel this sce-

nario would be rare, or perhaps only experienced by tho-

se on the front lines of health or policing. However, given 

the constant adrenal drip over the last two years experi-

enced around the world, natural resilience is at an all-time 

low, and that is only if it was well developed in the first 

place. Many people are moving or have moved into a 

chronic stress phase now in dealing with the pandemic. 

This means that common difficult discussions, around 

performance or conditions at work, or public health me-

asures, or even inconsiderate neighbours may be the 

thing that trips a larger than normal adrenal response 

making it easier for misunderstandings and communicati-

on to falter. 

 

Borrowing from the risk world for a moment, it is more 

important than ever to develop systems to help us with 

decision making and maintain the relaxed state of home-

ostasis to facilitate effective switching between the 

analytical and empathetic brain centres.  

“ Our brains 

and systems 

have not yet 

adapted to 

being the apex 

predator on 

the planet.  
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The OODA loop used by jet fighter pilots (Boyd, 1976) 

and illustrated below is one such system that is decepti-

vely simple, but facilitates wide ranging complexity.  

 

Observe; what is happening around you? This is parti-

cularly important when in interaction with others; do you 

notice any signs of adrenal response or emotive langua-

ge?  

Orient yourself by analysing what you have observed 

and forming a mental model of the situation and the per-

son you are interacting with. What have you noticed, what 

does this mean?   

Decide the best course of action based on this model, if 

the person is already agitated, do you need to move into 

your management plan and begin deep breathing? 

Act decisively and calmly, try not to trigger your own 

adrenal response, and then return to observe what oc-

curs.  

This iterative way of working  forces us to slow enough 

and trip ourselves out of our fast thinking habit, where we 

rely on mental short cuts to act, and facilitates slow thin-

king; analytical thinking for better decisions. 

If you remember flying, you would be familiar with the 

advice provided by the air stewards to apply your own 

oxygen mask first.  

This is critical, now more than ever be cognisant of your 

own adrenal response, take measures to manage how 

you are showing up each day. This is how you respect 

our humanness, by recognising your own. ◼ 

 

 

— 
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HOW DO 
YOU 

CREATE A 

LEAN 

CULTURE? 

W 
ell, let’s start with a simple defi-

nition of company culture. Lea-

ding management thinkers like 

Edgar Schein define a com-

pany’s culture as a shared set 

of values, goals, attitudes, and 

practices that characterize an 

organization. A successful 

company culture is one that 

can be bought into from the 

newest part-time employee to 

the CEO.   

I’ve always thought of company culture as “the way we 

do things here,” which may be a bit simplistic for some. 

But my point is that, over time, most companies develop 

some form of culture that points the way to how things 

get done. A company’s culture might contain elements of 

strategy in the area of company goals, but it is more 

about the attitudes and practices that answer the questi-

on of “what is it like to work here?”  

Asking “how do you build a lean culture?” assumes you 

are changing from a traditionally run “batch” company. 

This transformation is no small matter: A lean company 

thinks in almost the exact opposite of a traditionally ma-

naged enterprise when it comes to operational appro-

aches and underlying attitudes and practices. Traditional 

companies are built around functional departments that 

force them to produce in batch mode. In contrast, lean 

companies are built around value streams that allow 

value to flow at the beat of customer demand. 

“A lean company thinks in almost the exact opposite of 

a traditionally managed enterprise when it comes to ope-

rational approaches and underlying attitudes and practi-

ces.” 

Now, if you lined up a sample of 100 traditionally run 

companies, no two might have the same culture. Even 

so, due to their functional organizations and batch pro-

duction approach, you would find similar cultural ele-

ments in all of them. For example, consider their attitude 

toward problems: is the first response to ask “who?” as in 

who did it? How do they value their employees? Do they 

give them the means to do their jobs? Is there a major 

internal focus on “make-the-month?” The list could go on 

forever and underscores the point that to become lean, 

everything the traditional company does must change.  

by Art Byrne, 
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The challenge is enormous. You 

can’t create a lean culture without first 

creating a lean enterprise. 

So, you can’t make this massive 

shift overnight. Nor can this new cul-

ture occur from the bottom-up: it must 

be led by the owner or CEO. And 

converting to lean is all about people. 

I don’t mean replacing your current 

employees with new ones but helping 

your current workforce adopt a dra-

matically new way of thinking and 

acting. You have to help them see the 

waste and opportunities that have 

been there all along so that change 

can start to take root.   

So, where to begin?  

 

Lead From the Top  

This work starts with the leader, 

who doesn’t have to start as a lean 

expert but must commit to becoming 

one. They must have enough familia-

rity with lean principles to understand 

why everyone should make this con-

version and what can be expected as 

a result. The leader must be dedica-

ted to this approach, as its success or 

failure will be determined by their acti-

ons and involvement going forward 

over a long time.   

You can’t manage the shift to lean 

or delegate it. The leader needs to be 

hands-on, leading the way. You can’t 

just talk the talk. People might comply 

with orders from a top-down mana-

ger, yet mere obedience won’t chan-

ge the culture. Pe-

ople who choose 

to follow their lea-

der’s behavior will 

take ownership in 

changing the com-

pany and its cultu-

re.  

 

Communicate  

Next, communi-

cate. Pull your en-

tire team together 

and explain WHY 

you want to make 

the shift to lean, 

WHAT kind of re-

sults you expect, 

WHEN this will 

start, and HOW 

you plan to go 

about it. (Hint: kai-

zen, kaizen, kai-

zen.) This message needs to come 

straight from the leader — no delega-

tion allowed. Make sure that you also 

tell your team what they can perso-

nally expect — what’s in it for them. A 

change this big will make everyone 

nervous, so from the very start, tell 

your team that there will be no layoffs 

due to kaizen activity. This thinking 

will be a big leap for the traditional 

manager who associates cost reducti-

on with head-count reduction.  

 

Set the Operational Excellence Go-

als  

Set and communicate the operatio-

nal excellence goals that, when 

achieved, will distinguish your com-

pany from your competitors. Explain 

your answer to the question, “What 

are we trying to do here?” These go-

als will serve as guidelines for everyo-

ne in the company going forward. And 

they need to be aspirational goals, 

i.e., stretch, and focus on changing 

your processes, not your results. If 

you change your processes, the re-

sults will improve as you approach 

these goals. 

At Wiremold, these were our opera-

tional excellence goals:  

• 100% on-time customer service  

• 50% reduction in defects annually  

• 20% productivity gain annually  

• 20x inventory turns  

• Visual control and 5S everywhere    

 

These were all stretch targets. For 

example, when we began, we were at 

3x inventory turns — but that was the 

whole point. If you want to change the 

culture, you must change the conver-

sation and how the entire company 

thinks about what it is trying to do. 

The easiest way to change the way 

people think is first to change the way 

they act, and the operational excel-

lence goals serve as the guidelines 

for the whole company’s actions in 

the future.   

At first, these stretch goals were a 

big shock to everyone. But they quic-

kly started to define our new culture 

of striving to become a lean company. 

People got on board, and what might 

have been seen as ridiculous targets 

in traditionally run companies were 

soon taken for granted as part of “this 

is the way we do things here.”  

 

Change the Structure to Give Lean 

a Chance  

But just setting goals and the way 

forward is not enough. If you want to 

change the culture, you have to make 

the organizational changes needed to 

give yourself a chance to meet these 

goals. Don’t forget that, to become 

lean, you are changing from a batch-

and-push approach to a flow-and-pull 

operation. And this transition means  
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that you need to change your physical organizational 

structure early on, shifting from functional de-

partments based on the same type 

of equipment to value 

stream teams. In our 

case, we based our value 

stream teams on product 

families and gave each 

value stream leader all 

the equipment necessa-

ry to build that family, 

complete from raw 

material to in the box.  

To make this chan-

ge, we had to mo-

ve most of our 

equipment close 

to the product 

family team 

leaders, who 

were statio-

ned on the 

shop floor 

next to 

their 

equi-

pment 

and 

people. While this was disruptive, it sent a clear message 

that things were changing and that we were serious about 

achieving the operational excellence goals. In addition, 

the reorganization eliminated the previous culture associ-

ated with the functional departments. While this change 

alone didn’t establish a new lean culture, it did break 

down the barriers needed to get there. Above all, it gave 

all our employees the means to do their jobs successfully 

and the organizational support to solve problems and eli-

minate waste.  

Establish A Strong Kaizen Promotion Office  

As part of the switch to a value stream organization, we 

created a strong in-house kaizen promotion office whose 

full-time job was organizing, running, and following up on 

kaizen activity. These people were all existing employees 

learning from our outside Japanese consultants (all ex-

Toyota experts) as they went along. Establishing this enti-

rely new structure was a radical change and was dedica-

ted to helping our workforce do their jobs better, easier, 

and safer. All by itself, it signaled a big cultural shift. We 

moved some of our highest potential employees into the 

kaizen office, which you rarely see a traditional company 

do. 

“You can’t manage the shift to lean or delegate it. The 

leader needs to be hands-on, leading the way.” 

We were constantly running kaizen team events, avera-

ging nearly two per week per facility, which really led to a 

kaizen, or lean, culture. Everyone was involved in kaizen, 

regardless of whether they worked in the 

office or the factory or were hourly or sala-

ried employees.  

A typical kaizen team was comprised of 

eight to10 people we took from their job to 

concentrate on 

improvement 

activity in a 

specific area 

for a week. 

The teams 

were made 

up equally 

of hourly 

and sa-

laried 

em-

ployees, so everyone was involved. Lean is all about 

“learn by doing,” and the kaizen teams were where the 

learning took place. The goals for each team were all 

stretch, but so were the results. 

Typical Results of a One-Week Kaizen:  

•Cut lead times by 90%  

•Reduce staffing from 10 to 5  

•Reduce inventory by 70%  

•Reduce floor space by 50%  

•Reduce defects by 60%  

•Reduce travel distance by 90%  

•Cut setup time by 90%  

•Connect the customer to the shop floor  

 

Talk about a culture change. Results like these, week 

after week, kaizen team after kaizen team, opened eve-

ryone’s eyes to the opportunity before us. It is hard to be 

part of a team like this and not be excited by the work. 

The best ideas for eliminating the waste came from the 

people who were doing the work, so we got a lot of buy-in 

that helped the changes stick.  People wanted to be on 

the next kaizen team. As you might expect, this was a 

huge cultural shift from the prior attitude of “come in, do 

your assigned job, and go home.” The reason for this is 

they were all learning something new every day, using 

the kaizen tools to understand how to see and eliminate 

the waste. Step by step, we created the lean culture.  

A couple of examples might help you appreciate the 

change in employee attitudes from what they were doing 

before lean to how they acted afterward. The first invol-

ved a 150-ton punch press that was coil-fed  

“ The leader must be 

dedicated to this approach, 

as its success or failure 

will be determined by 

their actions and involvement 

going forward over a long time.   
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with a large progressive die. Historically it took 3 hours 

and 10 minutes to change this over, and the operators 

were pretty much on their own with little management 

support. As a result, they did it the same way every time, 

and there was no pressure to reduce the time it took as 

the plant made everything in huge batches.   

We organized the first kaizen on this press, and after the 

first week, the team had cut the setup time to 19 minutes. 

Our prior culture would have said, “Gee, this is great!” 

and stopped there. Instead, we kept going back with addi-

tional kaizens, and before long, the hourly operators of 

the press took over with their improvement ideas. They 

eventually reduced the setup time to one minute. When 

you give an operator support and allow them to reduce 

the work done on a single setup by three hours and nine 

minutes, the way they think will change.  

A bigger challenge, and perhaps a better example, invol-

ved the tool room. We had a 60-person tool room that 

allowed us to build our own punch press dies and that we 

saw as a competitive advantage. At that time, most com-

panies like ours eliminated their tool rooms and outsour-

ced the work to lower their overhead. As a result, we had 

a talented group of toolmakers who were a little hard to 

deal with, as they saw themselves as being above the 

rest of our workforce and were pretty set in their ways. 

They made great tools, but it took almost three months to 

make a five-station progressive die. They participated in 

nearly every one of our kaizen teams but were reluctant 

to do kaizen in the tool room.   

Eventually, we persuaded them with the challenge to ma-

ke a progressive die in less than a month. Lots of bitching 

and complaining took place initially, but ultimately, they 

did one in 28 days. Man, were they excited! Many of their 

friends outside the company were also toolmakers at 

other local companies, so, of course, they bragged about 

it. When their friends said, “No way can you do that,” they 

just said, “You’re wrong. That’s the way we do things at 

Wiremold.” After that, there was no stopping them; they 

just wanted to keep reducing the time. 

Understand What is Important  

When starting, we tried to look at things as simply as pos-

sible. For example, we knew that all companies are 

nothing more than (1) a group of people and (2) a bunch 

of processes (3) trying to deliver value to a set of custo-

mers. Logic told us that, to be successful, we needed to 

concentrate on improving our processes, not on our re-

sults. 

“… to be successful, we needed to concentrate on impro-

ving our processes, not our results.” 

So early on, we established a set of core values that we 

could use to guide everyone forward. We never thought 

that just writing down our core values would magically 

change peoples’ behavior or result in a change in our cul-

ture. 

We had to live the values to show all our associates that 

we were serious.  

 

Wiremold Core Values  

People  

Customers  

Kaizen  

We publicized these values throughout the company, 

printed them on our stationary, and made sure that eve-

ryone understood these simple commitments.  

We focused first on our people. Moving to lean requires 

teamwork, and we wanted everyone to feel that they were 

an equal part of the team. Everyone got training in the 

lean principles. We put everyone on a kaizen team as 

soon as possible and asked many of them to lead or co-

lead these teams. We encouraged everyone to speak up 

about problems or issues. We started recognizing people 

for their contributions, not their job titles. The best ideas 

for removing the waste invariably come from those doing 

the work, so management supported and encouraged this 

behavior. We agreed that one of management’s biggest 

responsibilities was developing and broadening our peo-

ple’s  skill sets.  

Kaizen and kaizen teams were another major focus be-

cause learning-by-doing was a key link between our peo-

ple and our ability to deliver value to our customers. We 

knew, for example, that we couldn’t be the company we 

wanted to be with our usual four- to six-week lead times. 

But after many kaizens and the contributions of all our 

people, we reduced lead times to one to two days while 

taking inventory turns from 3x to 18x. These improve-

ments alone created enormous value for our customers.  

Of course, everything we did was focused on our custo-

mers. How could we deliver more value to them? We did 

the traditional things like shortening our lead times, lowe-

ring our costs, improving our quality, and being more res-

ponsive. But we also implemented other initiatives when 

we saw opportunities to help our customers. For exam-

ple, we initiated weekly delivery routes at set times for our 

distributors. We changed our sales terms to smooth out 

their ordering patterns and asked them to carry 75% less 

of our inventory to free up cash and space for them. We 

also got our customers involved up front on all our new 

product designs. We would say, “We designed it with our 

ears” by listening to what the customer wants.  

 

Clarify the Behavior You Expect  

Setting clear, stretch, operational excellence goals indi-

cated to everyone what we were trying to do. Our state-

ment of core values showed how we would achieve the 

goals and how management would behave. But what did 

we expect from our associates when they came to work 

every day? To address this, we again tried to keep things 

simple and easy to understand. Our code of conduct did 

both.  

Wiremold Code of Conduct                            

• Respect others  

• Tell the truth  

• Be fair  

• Try new ideas  

• Ask why  

• Keep your promises  



 

© theleanmag 2022 

Do your share  

Once again, we went overboard, sharing this set of 

values with everyone. We posted this everywhere, 

communicated it constantly, and even gave everyone a 

small, laminated card that they could carry in their wallet. 

Like everything else we did, we didn’t expect that just wri-

ting this down would change our culture. It was simply 

another important piece in the “how do we do things here” 

transition. The list incorporated traditional values of most 

companies but blended in some of our newer lean values 

like respecting others, trying new ideas, and asking why.  

Like anything else, saying something is one thing: how 

management behaves to back it up determines how peo-

ple act. In this case, one of management’s obligations 

was to remove the bad actors who couldn’t conform. 

They all got second or third chances as we didn’t want to 

lose anyone. Of course, the fact that we had a union ma-

de it take a little longer but, in every case, the reaction 

from our associates closest to someone we had to let go 

was, “Gee, what took you so long?”  

 

Tie It All Together  

To become a company with a lean culture, we needed 

everyone looking forward to achieving our operational 

excellence goals. The traditional batch company with a 

“make the month” culture is always looking backward at 

something that already has happened. What’s the point of 

that? You can’t do anything about something that already 

has happened.   

So we changed the way we ran the company. We de-

ployed forward-looking operational excellence goals 

down to the team leaders, and they reported on the pro-

gress they were making to my senior staff and me once 

per week. They each had ten minutes to tell us their pro-

gress on the five goals and what improvements (kaizen) 

they were planning for the next week. Ma-

nagement 

was there 

not to criticize 

but to support 

the teams. Be-

cause we had all 

our senior leaders 

there, we could ma-

ke very quick decisi-

ons. We still closed the 

books every month, and 

we got it to where it took 

only three days, looking only 

at the numbers.  

As most of our associates 

were on one of these value-

stream teams, the bulk of our em-

ployees always focu-

sed on reaching the 

operational excellence 

goals. We had everyone 

looking forward, focused on 

our processes, not our results, which changed how peo-

ple thought about their daily work. They no longer just 

came to work to do the same old job day after day. They 

were all part of the “what kaizen do you plan to run next 

week” section of the weekly management review. They 

knew their ideas would be listened to and implemented. 

With everyone focused on the next improvement idea, 

“the way we do things here” really changed for the better.  

Not only were we converting to lean, but we were building 

a lean culture changing the way we did business.  

We did other things like initiating a suggestion program 

and an annual employee survey. Still, the primary drivers 

in creating a lean culture resulted from the structural 

change from functional to value stream, the operational 

excellence targets, the core values statement, the simple 

code of conduct, the weekly reviews on progress on our 

operational excellence targets, and the constant learning 

through our kaizen efforts.   

We learned through this entire process that kaizen cul-

tures are hard to beat. For Wiremold, over just under 10 

years, we more than quadrupled sales, gained 13 points 

of gross margin, took inventory turns from 3x to 18x, 

improved EBITDA from 6% to 21%, and in-

creased enterprise value just under 

2,500%. ◼ 

“ Setting clear, stretch, 

operational excellence 

goals indicated to 

everyone what we 

were trying to do.  
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RESISTANCE 

IS HUMAN 
…and 

Labeling People 
as Resisters 

isn’t KIND!  

A 
re you an internal lean coach for an 

organization? Or perhaps an outside 

lean consultant leading an improve-

ment event for one of your clients? 

Chances are, if that’s the case, 

you’ve had one (or both!) of the follo-

wing experiences.  

You’re handed the list of participants 

for the event, and your heart sinks. 

One of them is an employee who’s 

been with the company (and worked in the process that’s 

supposed to be improved) for more than thirty years. 

Everyone knows that they only like to do things the way 

they’ve always been done, and they put up a fuss if they 

have to change. 

The Kickoff for the event is great, and everything seems 

to be moving along exactly as it should. That is until one 

of the team members constantly interjects with all the 

reasons that the suggested improvement ‘can’t’ happen, 

and won’t work, starts to bring everyone down. “Why do 

they have to be so resistant?” you think to yourself… 

As lean coaches, consultants, and leaders, we want 

things to move along easily and quickly. We want everyo-

ne to get along and to be excited and onboard with creati-

ve ideas for new ways to work. Just like we are! Often, 

however, people aren’t. They’re uncomfortable and 

unhappy about the potential changes, and they are vocal 

about their feelings. Or they simply refuse to participate.  

 

When that happens, the tendency may be to label them 

as ‘resisters’, and for us to feel angry and upset with 

them. They’re slowing progress and ruining our event! 

That’s really not kind, though. Here’s why! 

 

Resistance isn’t bad…it’s human! 

People involved in change efforts, Vice Presidents, ma-

nagers, supervisors, team members, and front-line wor-

kers are, before anything else we label them, human 

beings. And as human beings they are subject to all the 

ways that human beings act and react to change, and the 

fear that can come along with it! When people are pre-

sented with anything new, including a potential change in 

the way they are going to work, their brain automatically  

by Karyn Ross, author 

of The Kind Leader, How 

to Coach for Creativity 

and Service Excellence, 

and co-author of The 

Toyota Way to Service 

Excellence, with practical 

ways to infuse Continuous 

Improvement, and 

Respect for People. 



 

© theleanmag 2022 

starts generating a list of all the nega-

tive things that could happen. This 

negativity bias, as scientists call it, 

means that when faced with change, 

we assume the worst, because we 

are afraid of what negative things 

might happen.
1
 

And when people are afraid, they 

react in one of three different ways: 

fight, flight, and freeze. Exactly the 

behaviors that people who are labe-

led ‘resisters’ exhibit! Arguing, 

vehemently disagreeing, and bringing 

up all the reasons that new ways of 

working are impossible are examples 

of a ‘fight’ response. Being late for the 

start of an event, stepping out to take 

other meetings, or just not showing 

up at all are all examples of ‘flight’ 

behaviors. Agreeing to a take-away 

and then not delivering it week after 

week can be either ‘flight’ or it could 

be ‘freeze’ if the person doesn’t have 

the knowledge or confidence to do 

the task.  

As the person leading the change 

effort, it’s hard not to take these hu-

man responses personally. And it’s 

also hard not to respond negatively. 

After all, the person leading the chan-

ge is just as subject to the effects of 

negativity bias as those being asked 

to change! As leaders of change, we 

might argue back with the person, 

trying to convince them that the new 

way is better, and leadership is de-

manding compliance (fight). We may 

also simply shy away from the person 

and ignore them or push them away 

(flight). We may just not know what to 

do and ignore the situation entirely 

(freeze). And finally, no matter how 

we react, it’s likely that we label the 

person a ‘resister’. And that isn’t kind. 

Labeling people as ‘resisters’ isn’t 

kind 

The reason it isn’t kind, is that in 

most cases, the person who is exhibi-

ting fight, flight or freeze behavior isn’t 

being deliberately disruptive. They 

are simply afraid, and exhibiting total-

ly normal, and human, reactions due 

to negativity bias.  

So, next time you are in this situati-

on, here are some kind things that 

you can do to eliminate fear, increase 

trust, and help people move forward 

with the proposed change. 

Think Kindly:  

• “Assume positive intent” and re-

mind yourself that the situation that 

the person is in is likely to trigger 

fear reactions. When you see 

them, say to yourself, “That person 

is afraid. What can I do to alleviate 

their fear?”  

• If you feel triggered by someone’s 

fear response, and notice yourself 

thinking negative, unkind thoughts, 

ask to take a “time out” to recenter. 

This will help you keep thinking 

kindly, and it’s a great way to mo-

del kind behavior for others. 

• Center your thoughts on the other 

person, what they are feeling, and 

why they might be feeling it, inste-

ad of on your own, personal fee-

lings. Instead of thinking “This per-

son is a resister and they’re going 

to sabotage my work”, think instead 

“That person is exhibiting a ‘fight’ 

behavior, so they must be fearful. 

How can I help them move beyond 

their fear?” 

Speak Kindly:  

• Start out your session by explai-

ning negativity bias and it’s affects 

to the team. Let them know that 

they are likely to feel uncomfortable 

and fearful, and that it is normal, 

and simply human! Explain ‘fight, 

flight and freeze’ responses and 

ask them to point out those beha-

viors when they see them. 

• Don’t label people with words such 

as ‘resister’, or ‘disruptor’ or others 

with negative, unkind connotations 

to describe fear reactions that are 

they are exhibiting. Remind people 

that ‘resistance is human’ and that 

people’s fear reactions aren’t who 

they are as whole people. 

• Lower your voice and moderate 

your tone to deescalate situations 

in which you see and hear fear.  

Act Kindly: 

• ‘Check in’ with the person who is 

showing the fearful behavior and 

explain what you are seeing to 

them. Ask them to tell you how they 

are feeling, and what you could do 

to help them get over their fear. 

• Instead of pushing the fearful per-

son away, ignoring or isolating 

them, spend more time with them. 

When we spend time with people, 

they see and feel how much we 

care about them, and then they 

trust us! And trust is the antidote to 

fear! 

• Recognize each small step the per-

son who is feeling fearful makes to 

interact more kindly and positively. 

This will lead to further steps, and 

also model a great way for others to 

act when they find themselves lea-

ding people who exhibit fear of 

change. 

Change, and leading change, isn’t 

easy. It is, however, a great time to 

practice, and model leading with 

kindness. Showing people how to 

recognize fearful behaviors and what 

to do to help them move beyond their 

fear will not only ensure that the 

change you are working on takes pla-

ce, but it will also create a culture of 

trust in which everyone can share 

new, creative ideas for better ways to 

work, try out new ways of working, 

and grow and blossom as people!  

I’d love to hear about your experien-

ces helping people overcome their 

fear through kind leadership!  ◼ 

 

1
Karyn Ross, The Kind Leader: A Practical 

Guide to Eliminating Fear, Creating Trust and 

Leading with Kindness, Routledge, 2022, p. 57.  

 

____________________ 

 

Want to learn more about how Lean and 

Kindness go together? Twice a year, in 

August and February, the LeanMag will 

highlight the connection between lean 

principles, practices and tools and 

kindness. The Kindness Kolumn, written 

by Karyn Ross, author of The Kind Lea-

der: A Practical Guide to Eliminating Fear, 

Creating Trust and Leading with 

Kindness, How to Coach for Creativity 

and Service Excellence, and co-author of 

The Toyota Way to Service Excellence, 

will give you practical ways to infuse Con-

tinuous Improvement, Respect for People, 

and your personal lean leadership with 

kindness.  

Deepen your understanding and practi-

ce of Kind Leadership by following The 

New School for Kind Leaders: 

www.linkedin.com/company/76316513 

For more on practicing kindness: 

www.loveandkindnessproject.org 

To connect with Karyn: 

www.karynrossconsulting.com   

http://www.loveandkindnessproject.org
http://www.karynrossconsulting.com
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LEARNINGS 
& PITFALLS 

FROM 
HEALTHCARE 

INDUSTRY: 
Commit & Assess 

A 
chieving competitive advantage in 

the healthcare industry has become 

more challenging due to the spikes in 

costs, pandemic and thus system 

optimization and economic stability 

have become imperative.Similar 

challenges in other industries such 

as manufacturing suggest the adopti-

on of Lean to optimize system perfor-

mance, lower costs and improve out-

comes.  Do Lean interventions in Healthcare lead to the 

reduction in healthcare cost and quality improvement? Is 

there an organizational understanding that system rede-

signs are the means to achieving outcome such as em-

ployee engagement, patient experience and financial sta-

bility? Are leaders able to prioritize and say no? What 

role do healthcare organizations have on not recognizing 

system performance optimizations, cost reductions, and 

improved quality outcomes that are attributed to the 

mindset of its leaders. Lean principles occupy many 

behavioral traits that support the social construct of the-

ory and technical components that enable efficient sys-

tem to function.  This outline illustrates over a decade 

worth of Lean transformational efforts within a complex 

healthcare enterprise of over 30,000 employees, its asso-

ciated lesson learned and key takeaways that can serve 

healthcare leaders, Lean practitioners and others as a 

gauge or guide for their own cultural transformations. 

Organizational Commitment to Lean 

Understand the Why: Setting the cultural mindset shift, 

vision for this complex healthcare system, architecting 

system designs to leading enterprise-wide Lean transfor-

mation, nothing came remotely close in importance as to 

me initially understanding the “Why” this organization 

wanted to do Lean. There was an obvious evidence of 

urgency in the beginning, surfaced by many symptoms 

highlighted below that pointed to a need for a call to acti-

on: 

 

 

by Mohamed Saleh, 

Lean & Six Sigma 
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enterprise information 

systems.  
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However, the root cause stemmed 

from something much greater, far 

deeper rooted. That root cause was 

its behaviors and systems. Eve-

ry organization is 

designed to 

achieve the re-

sults of its 

systems. 

It 

was 

no sur-

prise that 

growth was 

the common answer I 

found prevailing for the “Why”. 

Yet the follow-up question varied in its 

answer as I engaged with senior exe-

cutives as to the “means to get there”. 

The common set of answers associa-

ted fell into three sets of vehicles 1) 

buying our competition out through 

acquisitions like strategies; 2) stee-

ling/securing market share via allian-

ces, franchising and joint ventures or 

3) That’s an interesting question, ha-

ven’t thought of that. Regardless of 

the vehicles articulated, internal deve-

lopment of people, process and te-

chnologies rose to the top. This con-

versation was followed by many other 

conversations that helped better un-

derstand the why, the interest in a 

transformation, the competitive ad-

vantage basis it would give and its 

alignment to the proposed growth 

strategy. My first CEO, when I started 

in a medical group in Connecticut was 

a leader by the name of Kent Stahl. 

Kent was an honorable leader, who 

taught me that the catalyst that will 

motivate people at an emotional level 

to want to change from the status quo 

cannot come from the basis of fear. 

His compelling story around the need 

for change always drove respect, set 

high grounds and providers, staff and 

leaders never felt a degree of frenzy 

or emotional fear. A key leadership 

ingredient to pay close attention to as 

you explore your compelling case. His 

leadership around the “Why” among a 

few others became the underpinning 

of Lean in this organization. This also 

set us up to better understand oursel-

ves and outline the relationship the 

organization was distant to have with 

the Lean principles. There are a vari-

ety of tools I’ve seen used, that are 

not too different than the one I use to 

understand the why but it’s crucial 

that a structured approach be used, 

as at times the outcome may just be 

that leadership is not ready, capable 

or humble enough to make the chan-

ge.  

Outline the relationship: I have 

found engagement different models in 

general as organizations start to bring 

up their Lean office or consider part-

nering with outside expertise, to be 

either advisory, supporting or driving 

the transformation. Every Lean sys-

tem architected, if it’s the people sys-

tem, the management system, the 

production system, accounting sys-

tem or even the data and knowledge 

system, are intended to be optimized 

to bring further visibility to waste, and 

through a systematic practice, elimi-

nation of those wastes and the rigo-

rous discipline to root cause-problem 

solving. There are many techniques 

used to test and understand the cali-

ber at hand. However, the organizati-

on needs to understand what they are 

signing up for, have the openness to 

learn, willingness to get their gloves 

dirty and humility to take direction. 

That is why governance is also key.  

A transformation needs to be led from 

the top and structures need to be de-

signed around that. I have seen 

many models that worked but none 

that the Senior Sensei, head of the 

Lean office or chief transformation 

officer did not have access to influen-

cing and coaching at the top. I was 

fortunate that I had access and repor-

ting structure to my senior executive 

team and c-suite and that sensei are 

matrixed to presidents and senior vice

-presidents of different businesses 

and divisions. It is paramount that 

initially, you start your Lean transfor-

mation with a very capable and highly 

experienced Lean 

team. 

For me, I 

had indi-

viduals 

within the 

business 

that 

had 

the po-

tential 

Lean skillset that I brought on but 

for the most part had to engage an 

outside organization, like Stiles Asso-

ciates to help in acquiring some of the 

country’s top Lean executive talent. 

This is not an area where you want to 

be penny wise and pound foolish. 

Organizations that debate or seek to 

cut corners when it comes to com-

pensating experienced practitioners, 

should pause and reflect on how 

committed they are to this journey.  

Communication and span of control 

are other areas that we had to really 

pay close attention to as well and 

used an array of approaches to ensu-

re commitment to proper change ma-

nagement was considered. Finally, an 

outline of this relationship came down 

to the type of architect to leverage. 

Both our Chief Executive Officer and 

Chief Operating Officer should to not 

copy an operating model but “build 

your own”. The Toyota Production 

System, Danaher Business System, 

UTC ACE 

Operating 

Model, 

Virginia 

Maison 

and 

many 

others, were all de-

signed to work for them.  

Each organization has its own orga-

nizational characteristics and thus 

needs to design its systems in their 

own unique way that works for them. 

These systems however, all have one 

thing in common, they all drive the 

Lean principles and those principles 

are anchored in the organizational 

values. 

Initial key Stakeholder buy-in: 

Know what you’re working with. 

Committed organizations don’t just 

flip on a switch and often don’t know 

what they are signing up for. A multi-

tude of interviews, executive lea-

dership team site visits and on-going 

dialogue has to occur. This phase 

should never be rushed. For me, in 

more than one setting, my team and I 

spent over 6 months in this initial pha-

se, had many executi-

ves visit and exchange 

in dialogue on “what it 

“ #1 

Adopting Lean 

without know-

ing the “why” 

“ #2 

Not hiring the 

right 

Lean Talent 

“ #3 

Copying others  

vs. Creating your 

own operating 

model 
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means to be a Lean a leader” with other senior leaders 

and bring forward concerns and considerations. Organi-

zations are all different and possess their own organizati-

onal characteristics, heritages, legacies and biases. As a 

Lean leader or practitioner, you must understand the peo-

ple, listen, then listen and then listen again to their barri-

ers to foster long-term commitment. A Lean steering 

committee should be formed, that really helped align and 

rally key stakeholder, gain visibility to who the obstructio-

nist potentially could be, interventions that needed to be 

made to bring them on board and the existing tribal 

knowledge to be gained. As Lean practitioners, many of 

us may have encountered the term, concreate head by 

our former Sensei. This stood for change management of 

mental layers that got in our way to shift from the status 

quo. Thus, it’s important at a time of change to be sensiti-

ve and appreciate that others may be experiencing simi-

lar shifts. For me, this was a very vital juncture to the Le-

an transformation and if skipped would have had signifi-

cant consequences down the line. Hard conversations 

around territories, span of influence, different approaches 

that can be used such as Lean verse Six Sigma, should 

we use Japanese words or not, return on investment con-

versation, behavioral expectations, delegated Lean data 

points and many others surfaced. As painful as this is; do 

not skip or rush this step! 

Organizational Assessment 

Assess current state and align true north: Initially, an 

assessment was conducted to understand what the appe-

tite for Lean was. In retrospect, leveraging a year over-

year internal assessment such Shingo & Bal-

drige criteria to help inform and ex-

trapolate the strengths and 

weaknesses 

would have 

been ideal and 

is an approach I 

have now taken 

with many new 

client engagements.  

However, until this 

point my team and I 

wanted to make sure 

that the organization is 

truly committed, willing 

to participate and 

understood what 

they are saying yes to. 

During this phase, is when we un-

derstand the gap we seek to mitigate and its 

associated system contributions. Seeing to understand 

the gap and performing “Go-Sees” was core to the suc-

cess of the findings. Even though the go sees focused on 

a structured outlined assessment, it considered additional 

lenses during the direct observation that pointed to the 

symptoms highlighted before during understanding the 

“Why” phase. This avoided going off hearsay and facilita-

ted a more learning environment to the organization’s 

immediate needs. That data coupled with 

the organizations immediate needs 

enabled us to better understand the gap or 

the problem at hand and set sail to what we 

called our “True North”. This True North 

translates to a few 3-5-year breakthrough objectives ba-

sed on findings and are anchored to a vision. Strategy 

departments are key partners that helped bring this from 

inception to fruition. Beware to not make the mistake of 

assuming that the organization understands the definition 

of what a problem is. Karyn Ross, author of many credita-

ble Lean books and dear college, called this phase 

“Minding the Gap” and defines problem “as closing the 

gap between target and actual conditions”. This phase 

pointed to key process families and allowed for specific 

value streams for redesigns to be selected. During this 

period many departments like strategy, marketing, 

analytics, information technology, quality, finance and 

human resources became involved as you take a deeper 

dive into various operations and business areas. Overti-

me the approach for earlier involvement and tools used 

become further refined as it not only reduced risk but 

brings visibility on the effectiveness of  the initial key sta-

keholder buy-in phase.  

Design Approach: Initially, organizations lead with 

what I call testing the soil tactics. A wide deployment of a 

few fundamentals, ensuring that staff meetings occurred 

across the board that included a leadership monthly mes-

sage, engaging staff in idea generation and measuring 

and tracking operations on a dashboard. It was then fur-

thered with a set of leadership behaviors that cascade 

using a waterfall approach through the entire organizati-

on. These behaviors were initially role modeled by the top 

and slowly cascaded down to the next layer until the enti-

re organization was trained. It is hard to generalize that 

leading with the leadership behaviors enabled the adopti-

on of the Lean principles to be successful, since the pri-

mary care side of the organization, who led with Lean 

principles before the behaviors, had made significant stri-

des as well. However, it is safe to say that it contributed 

to respect for people. Inspiration thought leaders, men-

tors and sound authors that I’ve had the privilege to learn 

from, like Bob Emiliani, Larry Anderson, Ravi Rao and 

Mark Sasscer, who outlined key behaviors that Lean lea-

ders must poses. Bob illustrates in many of his books the 

notion of “Fake Lean” and has brought me to appreciate 

Mr. Isao Yoshino comments on “how Lean is about eve-

rything you can’t see” and why Toyotas’ openness to sha-

re everything stemmed from an understanding that “what 

they need they cannot see”. With regards to me, levera-

ging the leadership behaviors to drive respect up front, 

lead with humility and understanding separate realties 

only served positively when deploying Lean principles 

and its associated systems as well as helped reduce the 

desire for upfront window dressing of fake or superficial 

Lean  

The design leveraged a Lean principle-based architect 

with anchored values. This was no easy task as its very 

common that organizations try to pigeonhole Lean in a 

box rather than view it as a holistic frame work. For exa-

mple, safety, was one of our organizational values and 

being a high reliability organization; quality at the source 

was a Lean principle that helped inform the production 

system. Such principle driven designs, anchored in our 

safety value, enabled complete value stream redesign 

throughout the entire continuum of care, eased standard 

work development and refinement to include mistake pro-

ofing devices and allowed for the result of a defect free/ 

“ #4 

Beware to leading 

with the Technical 

and not the 
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safe practice to be achieved.  

Initially, the organization selected two value streams to 

go deep in, On-

cology and 

Neurology. 

These two-

value stream, 

when we follo-

wed the patient, 

touched 14 

areas. Selec-

ting these 14 

areas out of 

approximately 

850 areas to be 

our initial pilot 

sites to go deep 

in brought 

much focus and 

required long debates on criteria for selection. In industry, 

they go by many names such as model cells, islands of 

excellence, light houses and in our case demonstration 

units. This mindset of going deep, is not of my own but 

credited to Shingijutsu Sensei and more recently Mr. 

Hiroshi Tsukakoshi learnings. Mr. Tsukakoshi teachings 

of taking the long view and growing the business slowly is 

a theme that I have tended to interweave in many of our 

designs. Fundamentally, the designs must be very en-

gaging and consider an array of scenarios. For us, the 

unit managers and directors gathered together and de-

signed the daily management system. While their 

senior team designed with us, the stra-

tegy deployment system. During the 

daily management processes, 

leaders performed a gallery 

walk, selected components 

from different visual bo-

ards and were given 

the space to go ex-

periment. The 14 

demonstration units 

were divided up into 

three groups, given 6 

months to experiment 

and eventually had to 

all align on one visual 

board. During this time, 

the senior team participated in two ways. 

The first was role modeling Leader Standard 

Work with these 14 demonstration areas. The 

second, was the introduction to the vital few 

mindset. This spanned from appreciating planned 

strategies, the power of catchball, alignment of go-

als to annual improvement priorities, and the use of 

the x-matrix. All this was coupled with advancing the 

capabilities of the people system, where the entire chain 

of command throughout the entire two value streams 

across the system went to an advanced Lean training for 

6 months together. 

Develop a plan for the transformation: Once the de-

monstration units gained proficiency in its use, a transfor-

mational plan was established for the remainder of the 

organization. This plan became a strategic 3-5 year 

Breakthrough for our organization with associated Annual 

Improvement Priorities (AIP). The plan initially focused on 

daily management rollout, hardwiring leader standard 

work, expanding strategy deployment, redesigning selec-

ted value streams, the development of our people sys-

tems, knowledge and data systems and leveraging virtual 

technologies for unique areas such as homecare and su-

pport functions. The transformation plan for daily mana-

gement for example, initially followed a quarterly-pace 

tree-like deployment plan; as shown in exhibit 1 above. 

The execution of this plan was dependent on the area 

to first gain proficiency and that leader would teach, co-

ach and mentor two additional areas.  

Remember that speed is not the factor you should be 

measuring up against as you deploy, teach or spread. 

The culture needs to do this right and not get caught in a 

race like deployment and be strained around achieving a 

number. This is a lesson I learned the hard way. 

Remember you want to be Lean, not just doing 

Lean!  ◼ 

 

“ #5 

Going wide 

verse deep will 

quickly be a 

short-lived 

transformation. 
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WHY THEY 
DIDN’T 

CHOOSE OUR 
COMPETITORS 

8 Secrets in Enterprise 
Change Management  

T 
his past summer we celebrated our six-

year anniversary as an enterprise conti-

nuous improvement and change manage-

ment software-as-a-service offering.  Our 

competitors include the likes of Microsoft, 

Trello, Monday.com, and Jira. Although I 

pushed myself last summer to enjoy the 

wonderful beaches of South Italy, my ho-

me since our launch in early 2016, there 

were very few moments when turning off 

my handy was an option.   

For us, the aftershock of the pandemic has brought 

opportunities of all sorts and to say the least, this past 

summer our team was stretched to its limits.  We suffered 

greatly but grew exponentially. 

With the smoke of Covid-19 clearing in most countries, 

growth-oriented companies big and small seeking work-

from-home solutions have officially brought digital trans-

formation back to Board Room agendas.  Our team has 

seen this first hand in our experiences servicing clients 

looking to adopt cloud-based technology for enhanced 

digital control and execution governance.  With an effecti-

ve work-from-home business contingency process now 

mandatory for most corporations, the incentives to digiti-

se all aspects of your business are even greater.  For 

most companies, gone are the days that company know-

how should disappear into thin air the moment a process 

specialist changes jobs. 

Our Secret Unveiled – The Big Pivot to PDCA 

Most start-ups at least once in their early years undergo 

the famous ‘pivot’, the moment where they refine their 

offering to capture a more specific market segment while 

reengineering their product.  We entered the world of en-

terprise software convinced that there is a deep gap in 

the market in continuous improvement and process ex-

cellence cloud-based solutions. Furthermore, we believe 

most companies to this day are still not digitising their 

process portfolio the way they should be and are suffe-

ring for it. Finally, we believe that such areas of interest 

are only going to grow as the days of authoritarian bottom

-line business management styles are out of style.  What 

is in style are employee & customer centric organisations 

who leverage diversity, economies of scale and cross-

border collaboration models to optimise their value  

by Andrew Lenti, 

one of the co-founders of 

TOPP Tactical Intelligence 

Ltd, an operational excel-

lence software provider 

and one of the original ar-

chitects of PRESTO, the 

all-in-one continuous im-

provement business ma-

nagement system. 
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proposition. Dynamic companies of 

such cannot be successful without a 

deep connection between their em-

ployees and the processes they 

collectively own.  Having spent 17 

years as a change manager in 

forward-thinking multinational organi-

sations, it is quite clear that the mana-

gement of any knowledge about busi-

ness processes, if kept offline and not 

readily availa- ble to all the staff, 

is bad news for expansi-

on-focused 

businesses as 

it will eventu-

ally be lost in 

the daily 

shuffle. 

In our first 

two years 

we failed-

fast and 

failed-

forward 

continu-

ously as 

we did 

hun-

dreds 

of pro-

duct de-

mos discovering each time that we 

were missing one or more critical ele-

ments that the buyer was looking for. 

Our offering was more focused on the 

capturing and communication of 

waste reduction opportunities but less 

focused on the execution aspect.   

Our big business discovery was in the 

sad reality that most decision makers 

have difficulty parting with their mo-

ney without the guarantee of seeing 

and feeling immediate cash-related 

results from their investment.   

Our big take-away after hundreds of 

unsuccessful product demos was the 

move towards process orchestration 

and automatic work flows for task, 

ticket and issue management. With 

each demo and feedback from the 

dissatisfied client prospect, one-by-

one we remedied each product gap 

highlighted. 

In 2018 together with the M.A.H.Y. 

Khoory Group of Dubai we built and 

launched our first version of PRESTO 

PDCA, which helped us iron out bot-

tlenecks in our P-D-C-A algorithm to 

allow 400 licensed users a seamless 

end-to-end experience in the capture, 

analysis, and closure of operational 

issues.  

This became our official pivot point 

as we began targeting and acquiring 

clients challenged with execution deli-

very and seeking ticket and change 

management automated support.  In 

doing so, this also unlocked opportu-

nities to make our product more at-

tractive to small companies with limi-

ted budgets seeking a complete all-in-

one business management system 

that marries project management with 

talent, strategy and business process 

management functions.  Truly unique 

and unprecedented value that 

to my knowledge has 

not been challen-

ged by any SaaS 

offering to date. 

 

WHY DIDN’T THEY 

GO TO OUR COMPETI-

TORS 

In 3 out of the 4 test 

pilots from last 

summer, the 

company 

CEO had a 

direct relati-

onship with our 

team in the planning 

and execution of our joint 

initiative. In all test pilots, the CEO’s 

direct reports were actively involved 

in the decision-making process.   

Throughout the course of each test 

pilot, I took the opportunity to explore 

what each senior leader liked about 

our product, our team, and above all, 

why they chose not to go with the 

competitor offering. 

At the risk of exposing insight to our 

competition as to why they are losing 

customers to us but in the spirit of 

best practice sharing for the collective 

good of the field of enterprise change 

management, it is my pleasure to ex-

plain how our post-covid 19 experien-

ces uncovered some of the greatest 

voids and misconceptions that the 

majority of the project management 

software products in the market have 

still yet to discover. 

In its essence, Lean and Lean prin-

ciples play a big role in the missing 

key element of the project manage-

ment platforms that are not pulling 

their weight in the area of enterprise 

change governance. 

Transparency, accountability and 

true sense of urgency are still major 

challenges for software platforms that 

are looking to unlock large-scale 

change management potential. 

 

8 KEY LESSONS ABOUT ENTER-

PRISE CHANGE MANAGEMENT 

FROM 4 GROWTH-FOCUSED 

CEOS 

1. Execution is everything – Our 

clients after working with us for some 

time often begin to explore the con-

cept of waste management and pro-

cess improvement but this usually 

doesn’t come before we’ve helped 

them get their project management 

portfolio under control using an auto-

mated P-D-C-A discipline.  Offering 

360° enterprise transparency into P-D

-C-A will put your leadership team in 

a position to quickly identify your bi-

ggest bottlenecks and commit to un-

lock your full execution potential. 

2. CEOs want to be more hands 

on – the days of delegating to subor-

dinates and asking for a quarterly 

status update which usually consists 

of an enourmous PowerPoint presen-

tation detailing key results and critical 

tasks are coming to an end.  Collabo-

ration-based software now allows 

high-level executives the possibility to 

zoom in to the most granular level of 

detail of a department’s project portfo-

lio and roll everything back up for a 

10,000-foot aggregated view in just a 

couple of clicks.  As software users, 

senior management can now be in-

volved on a daily basis governing pro-

gress while using their discretion 

when to intervene directly. In Lean 

Management terms, this is the true 

sense of ‘going to the Gemba’ especi-

ally in the services world where key 

value chain handoffs are often elec-

tronic and multi-geographical.  

3. Most companies still have diffi-

culty with role definition - The mar-

riage between the P-D-C-A discipline 

and the RACI accountability matrix is 

not a difficult concept to put in place 

but it is still rarely used in companies 

managing large-scale change. The 

PDCA logic offers 4 critical phases to 

a project’s lifecycle.  

The role allocation of each PDCA 

phase should be carefully thought out 

to ensure the proper level of manage-

ment is engaged at the 

right moment. 

 Please see diagram 

that follows. 

“ Lean and Lean          

principles play a        

big role in the           

missing key element     

of the project             

management platforms 
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4. Lessons learnt are rarely shared -  The so-called 

“forgetting curve” is real and the level of neglect when 

capturing and disseminating lessons learnt in the field in 

real time as knowledge is acquired is disturbing.  CEOs 

know this and are starting to understand the impact this 

has on their bottom line.  Use the P-D-C-A logic to reduce 

the risk of losing freshly acquired know-how by ensuring 

the last phase of the cycle is dedicated to acting on les-

sons learnt (see diagram). This model must be agreed at 

the CEO level, implemented and sustained by the senior 

management team.  

5. Less software users, more contributors - spending 

the entirety of their work day commenting, updating and 

uploading information to their assigned projects works 

well when the stakeholders are limited to small groups of 

people managing projects that don’t require enterprise 

visibility.  This works less well however in an enterprise 

setting when a PMO is responsible for hundreds of pro-

jects and require that they are all handled in a standard 

manner across their organisation.  We have been in this 

business for 6 years and believe that too much product 

engagement leads to information becoming watered 

down, overlapping and difficult to report.  There are very 

significant advantages to adopting a model where middle 

and senior managers control and update all of the pro-

jects in the company change management portfolio while 

reaching out directly to the participants for their updates.  

6. The Gantt chart is overrated – I can confirm that 

most of our clients rarely use the Gantt chart in the day-to

-day management of projects and tasks. It is useful yes, 

however in special moments when reporting.  Kanban 

however is a much more effective visual representation in 

the day-to-day management of change which gives visibi-

lity into where each project is in its lifecycle 

and where bottlenecks are slowing things 

down.  

7. Less mobile device usage, more con-

centration – Let’s face it, if it is necessary that you are 

glued to a hand-held device to perform detailed task ad-

ministration, then something has gone awfully wrong. 

With the exception to shop floor issues and ticket mana-

gement, project management is not mobile device depen-

dent and requires a high level of concentration, deep flow 

thinking, cognitive skills and minimal distractions.  As we 

trend towards 4-day work weeks and raise the bar for 

work-life balance standards, CEOs should count on a well

-designed enterprise software platform to make sure their 

staff maximise productivity during work-hours leaving our 

private life for the family. Forward-thinking PMOs know 

this very well and prefer a laptop-friendly software pro-

duct that has e-mail alert message capabilities to send 

automatic customisable notifications to project stakehol-

ders reminding them of their commitments.  

8. The marriage of recurring process management 

and your PMO – With the transparency and automated 

discipline offered by a robust enterprise change manage-

ment platform, companies can now engage their PMOs to 

oversee process orchestration creating new alliances and 

meaningful relationships with business operations and 

change management staff. This means that those res-

ponsible for standard recurring processes (e.g., weekly 

reporting) can count on the support of their PMOs to 

oversee execution and delivery in each step of the P-D-C

-A cycle. CEOs have realised this by knowing very well 

the value in automating recurring process management 

and as seen in our efforts from last year, are ready to ta-

ke leaps of faith to extinguish the enourmous administrati-

ve burden associated with keeping activities of such offli-

ne. The above 8 points have become guiding principles in 

building a solid product for which our customers continue 

to count on us.  Sense of urgency, sense of ownership 

and sense of purpose in a transparency-based interface 

ensuring more focus, discipline and collaboration among 

project stakeholders will never go out of style and conti-

nue to bring breakthrough success for the bold. ◼ 
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WHERE 
LEAN, 

GREEN AND 
DIGITAL 

INTERSECT 

I 
t’s out! On 11 January the World Economic Fo-

rum published its annual Global Risks Report 1 – 

crucial reading for those of us who enjoyed such 

a good break over the festive season that we 

really can’t 

think of 

anything in 

particular to 

worry about. 

This report is 

there to remind 

us that not all is swe-

etness and light on Pla-

net Earth right now. 

Perhaps a little surpri-

singly in these Covid-

blighted times, the is-

sue of ‘infectious di-

seases’ only makes it to 

sixth on the list of glo-

bal risks of concern 

over the next ten years. 

But environmental risks 

fill all three top places in the risk ranking: climate action 

failure, extreme weather, and biodiversity loss. A sobe-

ring sustainability agenda indeed—the obvious question, 

of course, is what can be done about it? 

THE READER’S CORNER 
by Rose Heathcote, 

Gary Cundill, and Laura 

Mottola, a writing team of 

Lean management 

practitioners and 

coaches, 

problem solvers, and 

digitalization enthusiasts. 
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In a word, ‘lots’, and most of it outsi-

de the scope of this brief article. But 

what we’ll do here is offer some 

thoughts as to how lean thinkers can 

bring digital technology to bear on 

sustainability-related problems; pro-

blems that deserve solutions, and 

lean, technologically-enabled soluti-

ons at that. 

 

Fasten your seatbelt 

 Innovation and investment in digital 

technologies are competitive capabili-

ties. Nothing new there. But the pan-

demic accelerated adoption and com-

panies scrambled to fasten seatbelts 

for the ride of a lifetime, adapting to 

business abnormal until recovering to 

cruising speed. Mass migration to 

online meetings, sharp decline in tra-

vel, ramp-up in new skills – and for 

some, the realisation that ‘adapt or 

die’ means getting comfy with techno-

logy. Now with sights set on carbon 

reduction, we need rapid operational 

improvement leveraging digital te-

chnology
2
. 

  

Good, bad and ugly 

 Lean thinkers grapple with the role 

technology plays in competitiveness. 

Automation, how we learn, how ma-

chines learn, the ‘adapt or die’ scena-

rio and ethical decisions spring to 

mind. 

 

Automation makes some of us edgy 

because we need advancements, but 

automating waste is a big ‘no-no’. 

Automation can transform repetitive, 

manually-sluggish, unsafe and error-

prone processes. Beefing up perfor-

mance in ways we might not achieve 

through optimisation alone. So, Lean 

folk really can’t ignore its value. 

 Lean is also much ado about lear-

ning. How we learn and improve can 

be enriched through technology. With 

enough clean, big data we can bust 

out the big guns–boosting evidence-

based decision-making and breaking 

new ground. Although artificial intelli-

gence could replace entire professi-

ons (music composed by computers, 

surgeries performed by machines, 

even board investment decisions 

granted to algorithms)
3
, we still need 

cognitive skills on the ground to make 

the final call…for now. Technology is 

not standing still–neither should we. 

We can enjoy a symbiotic relationship 

with the digital world, but only if we 

continue to upgrade our technological 

skills.   

And lest we forget the customers 

who expect more and enjoy choice. 

They’re unlikely to stick with compa-

nies whose legacy systems turn cus-

tomer experiences into drudgery.  

Through friendly, intuitive platform 

interfaces using predictive analytics 

and machine learning, they’re presen-

ted a far better match to needs and 

more power over process. It also me-

ans they’re spoiled (rightly so) and 

tolerance for waiting and error is low. 

Technology is good when it delivers 

on promised value. It’s bad when it 

bakes in waste and delivers zero re-

turn on investment.  

  

It can, of course, also get ugly. 

When biased data leads to decisions 

fostering inequality; when we no lon-

ger have control over our personal 

data and big tech companies manipu-

late buying patterns; when whoever 

owns the algorithms, owns the pla-

net.
3 

We must fight for ethical advan-

cements too. 

 

A friend of the planet 

 So, where do lean, green and digi-

tal meet? If we invest in technology 

following a thought-process that be-

gins with a problem and concludes 

with better value for customers while 

reducing environmental impact, we’re 

in a green, lean space. Technology 

should be a friend of sustainability. 

Deloitte have explained that digital 

technologies will have a substantial 

impact on CO2 emissions through 

smart grids and the use of Industry 

4.0 (smart factories and productivity 

gains) in manufacturing. And there’s 

precision farming, intelligent traffic 

systems and smart building technolo-

gies to add to the mix
4
. And there’s 

more:  

Responsible consumption. Lean 

reduces waste, failure demand and 

overproduction
2
. Using technology to 

visualise demand, we can match pro-

duction with real consumption. 

‘Forecasting is dreaming’
5
 is a truism, 

but clean data, predic-

tive analysis, machine 

learning and real-time 

information can repla-

ce guesswork. Some 

companies use 

blockchain technology 

to share inventory 

flows. Blockchains 

can record digital to-

kens representing 

kanban cards, offering 

visibility and predicta-

ble lead times, less 

guessing and less 

overproduction
6
. Pai-

ring 3D printing and 

the internet of things 

(IoT) opens up a 

world of ‘make-on-

deman-

d’ which puts to rest the 

misconception that eco-

nomies of scale are 

golden
4
. 
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Transparency. A little while ago the UK government intro-

duced legislation to make false sustainability claims ille-

gal on products and services7. But monitoring this without 

transparency is tricky. Blockchain technology offers visibi-

lity and verification on sustainable sourcing and practices. 

It’s possible to track products from source to consumpti-

on. You can now track fish from dock to dish with full dis-

closure on where it has been sourced8. Although adopti-

on of blockchain comes with complications, the technolo-

gy can expose unsustainable performance or unsubstan-

tiated claims. Imagine every product being labelled to 

show its sustainable content, evidenced by immutable 

data? Forget fat content, how green is this product? 

Transport emissions. Ideally, we want to transport less 

and use clean energy if we must transport at all. Digital 

technology such as AI using GPS can optimise routes on 

unavoidable transport. Expand this to a network of auto-

nomous vehicles where people and fleet owners stop 

owning cars and you have a technology-driven optimiser 

of transportation and reduced emissions.  

Avoidable waste. The way things are now, we need 1.8 

planets to provide resources and absorb our waste
9
. To 

sketch one example, a typical commercial kitchen throws 

out 20% of the food, sacrificing profit, contributing to 

waste and carbon emissions during production and de-

composition. 

It’s lose-lose 

all around. 

But innova-

tors like UK-

based Win-

now develo-

ped technolo-

gy that 

collects data 

and genera-

tes insights 

on food
10

. 

Switching to 

Lean mode, 

how we use 

these insights 

is key, but the 

capability 

exists to ex-

pose pro-

blems thro-

ugh technolo-

gy and then 

solve pro-

blems that 

matter.  

 

Product yield. Another form of waste is poor yield. Inno-

vative companies like SATPOS in Norway develop tools 

to help seaweed farmers harvest sustainably
11

. Using a 

water sensor unit and platform technology they create a 

digital twin of the farm providing real time 

monitoring. Armed with insight, they make 

better decisions to optimise production with 

less impact. Naturally, more profitable.  

 The negative impacts of technology on sustainability 

are not lost on us. A topic for another day.  

  

Learn to see circularity 

One of the most widely-used tools at the disposal of the 

Lean practitioner has been Value Stream Mapping as 

described in Shook and Rother’s Learning to See
12

. The-

re the authors teach us to map the flow of value and ma-

ke waste and problems visible, in all its forms. In the past 

few years, well before the pandemic, we have had in-

sightful conversations at the Lean Enterprise Institute 

about extending this concept to consider circularity and 

the need to see waste as an opportunity for creating addi-

tional value in ways we had not considered before. 

 

Understanding that waste (8 types and all) should be 

eliminated or, when inevitable, reduced to a minimum, the 

circular economy encourages us to think of waste stre-

ams as an opportunity for feeding other value streams in 

order to generate additional value. The entire production 

ecosystem (made up of systems of systems) that sus-

tains society can benefit from connecting value streams 

in loops, circulating waste, and seeing ‘waste as food’. 

Keeping waste in its highest state of value reframes the 

Lean thinker’s mindset to expand the analysis of value 

flow from a linear perspective to a circular one.  

After all, Lean was born out of the linear economy of 

take-make-use-dispose—we now have the opportunity to 

evolve our thinking to circular Lean.  

Keeping in mind that technology and the data that it pro-

duces are an enabler for better decision-making, naturally 

we deduce that having accurate and timely information  

Source: Greenhouse Gas Protocol, Technical Guide for Calculating Scope 3 Emissions, version 1.013 
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about the value streams we wish to improve (and decar-

bonise) will be important. 

For instance, many companies have started to quantify 

Scope 1 and 2 carbon emissions, but few have tackled 

calculating Scope 3 emissions. Scope 3 emissions are 

indirectly produced in the supply chain of the company 

and extend to the downstream transformation of its pro-

ducts or services, all the way to the end consumer and 

beyond. 

In Lean terms, Scope 1 and 2 address the production 

value streams of the company (inputs and outputs), whe-

reas Scope 3 addresses the extended value stream of 

suppliers and customers. The complexity of Scope 3 re-

quires a systematic and systemic mapping of the value 

streams and their interconnections. Hand-crafted value 

stream maps are favoured by lean practitioners but in this 

context, digital value stream mapping can be useful to  

visualise and thereby manage the inherent complexity of 

building up from Scope 1 outward.  

It is an enabler for sustainable production and consumpti-

on, not only in terms of decarbonisation, but also in terms 

of stewardship of water and other finite resources. 

Hence, our ability to understand requires visualisation 

and quantification of key indicators upon 

which we can act to improve the 

whole. Industry 4.0 and IoT 

provide the means to 

generate seemin-

gly infinite 

data for 

analysis, thro-

ugh various le-

vels of artificially 

intelligent algo-

rithms.  

 

The human factor 

Fundamentally, however, it is our 

human ability to see the whole 

picture, from multiple perspecti-

ves, which will lead to mea-

ningful solutions for a sus-

tainable future. Collabo-

ration across industry 

sectors and multi-

disciplinary 

teams, combi-

ned with digi-

tal enablers 

and our in-

nate ability to 

synthesize and inte-

grate will unlock new possi-

bilities previously unexplored.       

The risks we and the planet face are 

real. But they can be managed. And Lean, 

Green, Digital thinking has a crucial role to play in 

that task.  ◼ 

  

__________________________ 
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“ Lean is 

also much ado 

about learning. 

How we learn and 

improve can be 

enriched through 

technology. 
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THE 
NEXT 

LEADER 

T 
he Pandemic will hopefully become an 

endemic soon, something like the flu that 

is always with us, but if we take some 

safeguards, should be no big deal.  Hope, 

though, is a poor strategy.  COVID-19 

seemed to overwhelm us quite suddenly.  

Maybe the only people who predicted it 

accurately were the writers of The Sim-

psons, who seem to have a streak of 

these dark predictions throughout the 

comic series. 

The impact on businesses, particularly healthcare, hos-

pitality, and travel, will be case studies for the foresee-

able future.  How did they handle the surge in patients?  

How did they pivot?  How did they survive?  Or why didn’t 

they survive? 

To compound the interest on COVID, now we have the 

“Great Resignation”, with millions leaving their jobs (or 

are they leaving poor leaders?)  Talent has always been 

something businesses complain about.  If I had a nickel 

for every time I heard “we can’t find skilled people,” I 

might be able to retire – comfortably! 

The digital age caught companies like Xerox and Kodak 

off guard.  The housing bubble burst Lehman Brothers 

and others.  The dot com bubble took many by surprise 

and wiped-out hundreds of hopes and dreams.  What 

have we learned?  We still haven’t even figured Brexit 

out. 

Obviously, change is nothing new.   

Why are we so consistently “surprised?”  How have we 

spent billions and billions of dollars on leadership deve-

lopment and still have so many poor leaders who can’t 

sense on-coming change and who get overwhelmed 

when people do things like decide they’re going to join 

the gig economy?  

I want some answers, so I’ve started asking people 

about The Next Leader.  What kinds of skills will the next 

leader need to possess to navigate what is sure to be a 

complex and chaotic future?  What kind of behaviors will 

serve The Next Leader best?  What kind of character 

traits will give them the greatest chance of success? 

With your help, I will temper my own biases.  To get the 

discussion started, here are a couple of points of view: 

THE READER’S CORNER 
by David Veech, 

executive coach and the 

founder and CEO of Lea-

dersights, creating great 

leadership teams who 

create great workplaces 

to attract, develop, and 

retain great talent.  
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First, great leadership is timeless.  

The kinds of behaviors and skills that 

made Alexander “the Great” are the 

same that we’ll need to navigate the 

future.  But what were those?   

Alexander was intelligent - educated 

by Aristotle, who cultivated in him a 

love of knowledge, wisdom, and phi-

losophy.  He was well-read.   

Modeling his father Philip, he was 

dramatically courageous in battle.  

That courage in front of his armies 

provided the charisma necessary to 

keep his huge and diverse army uni-

ted, despite language, religious, and 

cultural differences.   

He learned very quickly from the 

situations he faced.  When his ene-

mies met him on the battlefield with a 

new formation or a new technology 

(Elephants?), he and his army adap-

ted, quickly gaining advantage even 

over far superior forces. 

Of course, there are those thro-

ughout history who believe that Ale-

xander was a god – including Alexan-

der himself after his friend and bo-

dyguard died.  I’m not sure our future 

leaders can count on that anointing, 

though it does seem that some have 

tried to lay that claim on at least one 

of our recent leaders. 

Great leadership is learned.   To me 

that means current technologies and 

situational conditions can forge lea-

ders at any time from anywhere.  Are 

the soft skills more important now – 

and will they be in the future – than 

they were in Alexander’s time?  Has 

technology enabled and encouraged 

more micro-management (which is 

always one of the behaviors on “worst

-boss-ever” lists,) or less?  Will lea-

ders in the future need to be more 

tech-savvy than before?  What impact 

will a recently-liberated workforce 

have on leaders and will the trend 

toward remote work continue?  Does 

that make leadership more difficult, or 

easier? 

I have opinions on all these questi-

ons.  I’m certain that most people I 

decide to interview will too.  As a re-

minder, opinions don’t make facts, but 

the future is never a fact, is it?  I in-

tend to collect and summarize my 

collection of others’ opinions periodi-

cally and keep everyone updated on 

what I learn. 

I’ve been a student of leadership, 

officially, since April 1978, when I 

signed my ROTC Scholarship con-

tract and committed to serving in the 

US Army when I graduated.  As an 

officer, every assignment is a lea-

dership assignment.  Every role, 

whether on a division staff or in com-

mand, is a leadership role.  We ex-

pect leaders to be the example of 

excellence and professionalism, mo-

deling appropriate behavior for every 

soldier or civilian we see.  I wish I 

could say I was exemplary, but I am 

human and had my share of shortco-

mings.   

The single thing that was drilled into 

my brain as an Army Officer was that 

I had to take care of my troops.  I’ve 

translated that for the business world 

as “A great leader has only one job – 

develop your people.”  Everything 

else is secondary because nothing 

else gets done without your people.  

Alexander the Great knew this.  Eise-

nhower knew this.  And Mark Milley, 

our current Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, knows this.  But do 

our business leaders know this? 

The people I talk to say they do.  

But another thing I have learned is 

that while great leaders create great 

workplaces, the workplace has a tre-

mendous influence on those leaders.  

If the workplace is toxic, hostile, or 

apathetic, the leadership will behave 

in a similar manner.  

Note that I wrote “workplace” and 

not “employees”.  Employees’ 

workplace behavior is a function of 

the workplace culture.  I would love to 

say I’ve never met a “bad” employee, 

but I can’t.  By the way, leaders are 

employees too. 

Will these basic factors change in 

the future?  Of course.  Is a workpla-

ce with 85% remote workers a 

workplace?  Maybe, maybe not.  But 

these workers are still “our people” 

and leaders must develop their peo-

ple – remote or otherwise.  We will 

need leaders who can build teams 

from these remote workers and leve-

rage the power that comes with effec-

tive teams. 

Will leaders need to be more te-

chnologically savvy to succeed in the 

future?  Compared to whom?  The 

next generation, like the current gen Z 

and millennials, will be more tech 

savvy as a function of their upbrin-

ging.  I think this skill is just built in.  

We’ll have to watch for a certain apti-

tude for adaptability in our future lea-

ders, so perhaps we can devise crea-

tive means to cultivate that adaptabi-

lity. 

The world is clearly a complex pla-

ce.  Predictability is not one of Mother 

Nature’s strong suits for us.  We get 

very comfortable with the regularity 

and the predictability of the sun rising 

and setting, and the seasons chan-

ging, but when we least expect it, she 

turns sour and throws a tornado at 

our town or melts a gigantic iceberg.  

The working world is the same – te-

etering on the edge of chaos. (I know 

I’m not the first to say this, but I can’t 

remember where I heard it the first 

time.)   

That is the only prediction I feel 

comfortable making…that complexity 

and chaos will still make work interes-

ting.  The skills and abilities to survive 

this are the same as they have 

always been:  critical thinking; analy-

sis; creativity; planning and organi-

zing; executing; and evaluating.  If we 

can teach these effectively, the 

workplace of the future will drive the 

specific learning objectives through 

the problems that show up.  Those 

skills are problem-solving skills.  

Maybe the most important question 

is “What should we be doing now to 

develop this next generation of lea-

ders?”  Where do we need to modify 

school curricula to start shaping some 

of these future behaviors?   How will 

organizations need to modify on-

boarding and continuous education 

processes to do the same? 

Lots of fun questions and I hope 

you’ll join me on this quest.  If you are 

interested in discussing these things 

with me, please send an email to me 

at david.veech@leadersights.com 

and we’ll find a time to record a con-

versation.  

Until then, I’m sticking with my cur-

rent guidance to leaders:  Love, Le-

arn, and Let go.  We’ll see if that 

sticks!   ◼ 
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