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The Problem of Sustainability

The latest word from James Womach

Dear Richard,

I recently got a call from an old friend who led one of the first lean implementation efforts in healthcare
in the mid-1990s. He has moved on to other challenges and we hadn't had a chance to catch up in
recent years. So | asked him what happened to the lean initiative in the healthcare organization where
he had been a senior manager.

The answer was what | feared. "We created a lean improvement team and conducted a
comprehensive campaign to kaizen the organization's key value streams. And we had dramatic
results. Faster patient flows. Better outcomes. Lower costs. But we couldn't sustain the gains. The
improvement efforts weren't connected to the way the organization was managed and the value
streams started to regress to the mean as soon as the improvement team left. After | left the
organization, the whole program came to an end. What a shame.”

My friend is far from alone. In our annual LEI web survey of the Lean Community, a leading problem
Lean Thinkers always note about their improvement efforts is "backsliding to old ways of working"
after initial progress. And the most frequently cited issue this year is "middle management resistance"
to change. In short, the lean movement has a sustainability issue we now need to address.

What is at the heart of our sustainability problem? More important, what can we do about it?

| believe that the root cause of regression in most organizations today is confusion about priorities at
different levels of the organization compounded by the failure to make anyone responsible for the
performance of important value streams as they flow horizontally across the enterprise.

To prevent regression, someone needs to periodically clarify priorities for each value stream and
identify the performance gap between what the customer needs and what the value stream is
providing. The person taking responsibility then needs to engage everyone touching the value stream
in carefully capturing the current condition (the "current state") of the value stream which is causing
the gap. The next step is to envision a better value stream and determine who will need to do what by
when to bring it into being. Finally, the value stream leader needs to determine what will constitute
evidence that the performance gap has been closed and collect the data to demonstrate this. This
exercise is, of course, nothing but Dr. Deming's Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle conducted repetitively by the
responsible person, ideally employing A3 analysis.

I'm not proposing a dramatic change in the organization chart to reassign authority. Indeed, I've hardly
ever seen an organization improved by a "re-organization”. And I'm not suggesting the creation of a
matrix organization where everyone has a vertical and a horizontal boss. Rather, during the transition
to a mature lean organization, someone with another job in the organization needs to take on the role
of periodically (and quickly) auditing the horizontal flow of value and bringing to the attention of
everyone touching the stream how the organization is performing along that stream.

Note that periodic audits of processes within small areas (for example, a continuous-flow work cell or a
materials replenishment process) are a well established aspect of Toyota practices that | call
"standard management". So auditing across departments and functions to examine value stream from
end to end is a scaling up of current best practice, not something wholly new.
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Auditing every value stream will expose problems
with the flow of value and contradictions in
organizational objectives. Indeed, it will expose many
problems and many contradictions. And that is
precisely the point. Most value streams currently
have substantial performance gaps, but the
magnitude of the gap and the precise causes are
hard for anyone to see. (Hence the confusion and
resistance of many middle managers, who are doing
well on one set of objectives - asset utilization, for
example -- when lean methods require another set.)
And fixing the root causes of poor performance will
require someone - and quite possibly everyone --
touching the stream to change their behavior.

It follows that the responsible manager needs to
engage in a dialogue with the leaders of the functions
and, if necessary, with top level management to gain
agreement on who must do what by when to achieve
a sustainable leap in performance that will benefit the
customer and the organization. (One of the "whats" is
likely to be rethinking the metrics the "change
resisting" middle managers are being judged on.)
The responsible person then must periodically revisit
the value stream, not just to prevent regression but to
continually move it to a higher level of performance.

A special problem as we tackle this issue is that
we can't simply copy current-day Toyota. In the past
Toyota went through many iterations of how to solve
the problem of value stream management across the
organization. But today its mature organization relies
on policy management (hoshin kanri) at the macro
level and a cadre of line managers auditing their
areas at the micro level. Because there is no
confusion about objectives from top to bottom and
because managers have been taught from the very
beginning of their careers how to see the flow of
value under their management, no formally appointed
value stream managers are needed.

Other organizations - yours and mine for example!
- are different and what we need now are
experiments with value stream management
methods. Whatever the final answer, everyone in the
Lean Community has a big stake in our solving the
sustainability problem. Otherwise, the current surge
of interest in lean -- driven by the success of Toyota -
- may become just another episode in the long
history of unsustainable management improvement
campaigns.

Best regards,
Jim

P.S. I will be tackling the sustainability issue in
detall in my presentation to the first Global Lean
Healthcare Summit in the United Kingdom June 25
and 26. | hope | will see many lean thinkers there
who are ready to tackle this issue with me. Go to
www.leanuk.org for details and to register.

DECLARING E-MAIL BANKRUPTCY

Reprinted from Jim Pinto’s e-newsletter and felt fitting
to me after no e-mail access for 2 weeks.

In 2006 6 trillion business e-mails were sent. E-malil
traffic has nearly doubled in the past 2 years. And
now e-mail is giving many people the feeling that it's
too much; their work is never done; they get the
feeling of being overloaded.

Like so many other technology innovations, the
convenience of e-mail has become too much of a
burden for many people.

Swamped by an unmanageable number of messages
and plagued by a huge amount of annoying spam and
viruses, some users are declaring "email bankruptcy"”.
They are turning off e-mail entirely and are moving
back to the telephone as their preferred means of
communication.

Perhaps more common, many are simply abandoning
an old email address and starting fresh. Of course,
this means sending emails to those you WANT to e-
hear from. And the cycle starts again.

After spending 80 hours trying to clear out his
backlogged inbox, Stanford Law School professor and
Wired columnist Larry Lessig decided to surrender.
"Bankruptcy is now my only option"

he wrote in a mass message to his correspondence
"creditors”.

Here's how Lessig erased his debts and started again:

1. Collect the email addresses of everyone you
haven't replied to.

Paste them into the BCC field of a new message
which you send

to yourself.

2. Write a polite note explaining your predicament.
Apologize

profusely and promise to keep up with your email in
the future.

3. Ask for a resend of anything particularly pressing,
and offer
to give such messages special attention.

Some people don't want to go through the drastic-
seeming measure of declaring total e-mail bankruptcy.
Instead, they are trying to discourage the use of e-
mail in favor of more personal calls or instant
messages.
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Consortium Event Schedule

Tour Workshop Conference

January February
T T

Wednesday 24 Wednesday 14,
Eaton Electrical, CEN Precision,

March
T

Wednesday 21,
Nestle Waters,

contact Joe contact Paul
Fisher, Kaulback,
JoeRFisher@eaton.com pkaulback@cfn-inc.com

wW

La-Z-Boy
Corporate
Monroe Ml
February 14 & 15
Enterprise Value
Stream Mapping
How to use the
VSM tools to map
admin processes.
Contact Richard
Kunst for info.
Richard.kunst@la-z-

boy.com
Register at www.ame.org

July August

contact Mariela
Castano
mcastano@perrier jroup.com

September
T

Wednesday 26,
Kraft Foods,

contact Hanif Jivraj
hjivraj@Kraft.com

April
T

Wednesday 18,

CTS Corp.,

contact Bob Garces,
Bob.Garces@ac.ctscorp.com

C

Lean Design &
Development
Conference

Wed 18 to Fri 20
Chicago

Contact

October
T

Wednesday 10,
CGL Manufacturing

May
T

Wednesday 16,

Stackpole CSD,
contact Don Barber
Don.Barber@stackpole.ca

Consortium
Shareshowcase

Saturday 05

CGL Guelph.

Contact Cindy
Grolleman
Grolleman@canada.com OF
Dave Deskur
daved@cglmfg.com

November
T

Wednesday 14,
Messier-Dowty,

contact Dave Deskur
daved@cglmfg.com

C

AME National
Conference

Mon 29 to Friday
Nov 2

Chicago

Contact
WWW.ame.org

contact Mike Smith

Mike.Smith@Messier-
dowty.on.ca

June
T

Wednesday 20,
Morrison LaMothe,
contact Tony Vita
tvita@morrisonlamthe.com

C

AME Regional
Conference

Mon 18 to Thur 21
Edmonton, Alberta
Contact
www.measureupforsuccess.com

December
T

Wednesday 12,
Orenda,

contact Brenda
Mcintosh
brendamcintosh@orenda.com
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