The Culture of Lean – Part 3

by Dave Rizzardo

This is “Part 3” of our 3 part series which has been delving into what it really means to have a Lean culture.  Let’s begin this final installment by backtracking in our phrase “institutional obsession with improvement”1 and consider the meaning of the word “institutional.”  The definition of institutionalize is to make something an established custom or an accepted part of the structure of a large organization or society.  Notice the words “part of the structure.”  This implies something which is not out of the ordinary.  Not something additional or different that you reluctantly have to make time for.  Not something outside of your job responsibilities.  Lean must become “part of the structure”; it’s what we do around here every day.  Lean must become woven into the very fabric of your organization.  A better descriptor would be that Lean must become the fabric.  Lean must be evident in your systems, policies, practices, and procedures.  It must be evident in your meeting agendas, your hiring policies, your training plans, your job descriptions, and your key metrics.  
A related concept to this idea of institutionalized Lean is alignment.  If any internal systems are not in alignment with Lean, you will bring your continuous improvement effort to a grinding halt.  For example, consider your compensation system.  If you still pay primarily on individual, localized, output that can lead to the waste of overproduction and all of its associated wastes, then you may have a condition which I call organizational hypocrisy.  You are trying to lead an organization in the Lean, team-based, cooperative direction, but reward people for individual output which may be detrimental to the performance of the overall system or value stream.  A similar concern relates to departmental metrics which also may not be in alignment with your Lean strategy.  Beware of organizational hypocrisy.  If allowed to exist within your company, employee trust will be lost, and without trust, I promise you that the potential continuous improvement power within the workforce will remain dormant.  

Another area that must be evaluated for the existence of alignment issues is with your front-line supervisors or team leaders.  The CEO of an organization may effectively explain the Lean strategy and direction of the organization, and how everyone will be involved in the glorious transformation to World Class status; however, if Lean leadership does not exist at the front-line, in the trenches, a Lean culture will be thwarted.  If decisions and actions at the floor level are in contradiction to the CEO’s Lean message, once again, organizational hypocrisy will grow.  Notice that I stated “leadership” at the front-line, not just acceptance or passive buy-in.  Most everyone acknowledges the key role of company leadership at the top of the organization when embarking on any significant change strategy, but often, the role of the front-line leader is overlooked, or simply obtaining “buy-in” is the desired goal.  To develop a Lean culture, leadership at the day-to-day execution level is required.  A different type of top-level leadership is also required, but this is a topic for another day.  

One other point to consider on the aspect of institutionalizing Lean is that it does not apply only to a select few individuals within the company.  Lean must become a part of everyone’s job, from the CEO to the janitorial crew.  Everyone is connected and part of the overall system of creating a product or service for the final customer, who in turn, provides payment for such products or services.  Optimizing the system or value stream, means the whole system, and no one is excluded.  Even if you are multiple steps removed from the final customer, it is only through satisfying your internal customers that you connect to the value stream that generates revenue which enables you to receive a paycheck.  The basic definition of everyone’s job changes from not only doing whatever the “job” traditionally would entail, but also improving the job.
In summary, Lean must be institutional from both a broad perspective, involving everyone everywhere within your organization, and also a deep perspective, as evidenced in the specific policies, activities, and decisions that take place within the company.  Transforming to a level of institutional Lean is one of the greatest challenges for any company on a Lean journey, but this is what makes Lean stick.  Initially, Lean is extremely disruptive to the current operating state.  But as already noted, it is only through the continual inducement of change that long term stability and excellence is realized.  In a sense, the challenge is to institutionalize constant disruption.  If your organization’s culture can honestly be described as having an institutional obsession with improvement then you are well along the path of being Lean, and likely among the elite producers in the world.  However, there really is no such thing as “being Lean” since being somewhere implies reaching a destination or endpoint and as you know, this Lean journey of excellence is never-ending, but the payoff is improved profitability and competitive strength.  Good luck on your own company’s Lean journey as you develop a true, continuous improvement, culture of Lean!  
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