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10 Common Misconceptions About Lean Manufacturing
By Jon Miller on the Panta Rei web blog- June 24, 2007 10:33 PM

1. Lean production = volume production. In Taiichi Ohno's Workplace Management he suggested
that the Toyota system was ideally suited for low volume production, and not as well suited for the
higher volume production that Toyota was shifting towards. In chapter 20 after describing the
successful efforts at Toyota do Brasil to reduce lot sizes through changeover reduction, Ohno states:

Back when we started with the Toyota Production System, we would have demand for 3,000 to 5,000
vehicles per month, and a lot of variety. It was not so-called high mix low volume, perhaps it was
medium volume, though there were some low volume items. So the Toyota System is a system that
works very well when applied to mid-sized companies. What | mean by this is that the Toyota
Production System was born in the days of 2,000 to 3,000 vehicles per month, so when production
volumes are as high as they are today at Toyota, you do not really need to use this system to reduce
cost.

The subtitle to Taiichi Ohno's book Toyota Production System: Beyond Large-Scale Production in

Japanese is BiRE O E % & L T and would be better translated as "Aiming for Non-Scale

Management" or "An Escape from Scale-based Management" or "Towards Management Not Based
on Scale". Ohno was clearly saying the Toyota Production System is a way out of scale or volume-
based production.

2. Japanese companies are Lean. There is nothing inherently Japanese about Lean manufacturing,
nor are Japanese people naturally better at Lean than any other people. Just like Americans aren't
naturally better at heart surgery, even though the world looks to the U.S. for world class heart surgery.
Both are historical accidents. Japanese companies tend to think long-term, and the system of lifetime
employment does tend to support people development, so it is true to say that many Japanese
companies have better groundwork to support Lean, but not true to say that most or even many
companies are Lean in the sense that they are actively building and improving an operational model
based on the Toyota house.

3. Lean manufacturing is a set of tools. Lean certainly possesses a powerful set of tools for
problem identification, root cause analysis, and problem solving. However, Toyota Production System
= Lean manufacturing, and the last word of the three in TPS is the most important.

4. You can do Lean manufacturing just for cost reduction. People will only do kaizen for a higher
reason, beyond what is good for the company to what is good for their families, society and the
environment. In the short term people may ask "What's in it for me?" but this question is also the long-
term question. Cost reduction, as a rallying cry, gets old. Lean manufacturing is about making the
work easier and less frustrating so that time at work can be spent on what matters, serving customers
and growing as people. Cost reductions will follow.

5. Assembly lines, work cells, work teams = Lean manufacturing. This is a variant of 3 above.
The main difference is the perception that a certain arrangement of people, material and equipment
represents what is Lean manufacturing. Creating cells and working in teams may be Lean, but the
thinking behind why this is a good idea is the important thing, not the physical or organizational
configuration. This is most often encountered at organizations where Lean has already been "done"
but it is not working so well after a few months or years, leading to the "It must be because we're
different" illusion and stumbling block to Lean.
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6. Lean = identify value by product, map
value streams, flow, pull, pursue perfection.
Popularized by Lean Enterprise Institute, this
definition is not wrong, but is dangerously
simplistic, leaving out quite a lot. The emphasis
on value streams, flow and pull are somewhat
redundant in that they are all dealing with the
idea of overall optimization, which is important
but is only one pillar (JIT) while leaving out the
build-in quality pillar of the Toyota house.
Perfection is not only unimaginable by
definition to non-divine beings, but undesirable
since it suggests an end point to kaizen. Can
anything exist beyond perfection? There can
be an "ideal" because by definition this is the
best that we as humans can imagine, and a
higher ideal can exist, to be re-imagined as we
learn more.

7. Lean is the latest management fad. This
may only be half of a misconception. It is
certainly a management fad, and as fads go
the popularity of Lean is bound to wane or at
least take on a new and improved definition. As
the term "Lean" is sure to be replaced with
something more appropriate as people better
understand what it is that makes companies
like Toyota great. But Lean is no more the
"latest" anything than the scientific method and
a desire for social harmony are things invented
in the last half century.

8. Lean is the elimination of waste. Much
of Lean is about getting rid of waste (muda).
There is also the elimination of variation (mura)
and overburden (muri). Variation can result in
overburden, resulting in waste. The elimination
of waste is good shorthand for getting rid of the
root causes, which include overburden (forcing
a system to do something it is not designed to)
due to variation (in customer demand, people's
ability, material quality, etc.), in order to build a
stronger system. For most of us it is safe to
stay focused on the elimination of waste for the
early years on the Lean journey, with an eye on
system-level causes of waste.

9. Lean dislikes computers and IT
solutions. Lean does not discriminate against
any technology that respects people and helps
get rid of waste. A core Lean value is what is
called genchi genbutsu in Japanese (actual
place, actual product) which is often called "go
see" in English. Management, and problem
solving in particular, should be done on a "go
see" basis to get the facts, live. Software
solutions make it too easy to keep smart
people from going to where the theory meets
reality (products meet customers). Huge LCD
screens for visual management may be gee-
whiz for visitors to the factory, but white boards
will actually get used by the team members to
write down real problems that happened five
minutes ago.

10. Lean + Your Favorite Buzzword Here = Great
Idea! This is so-not-so and | think only the largest and
most optimistic of consulting firms and manufacturing
software solutions providers are still doing this, but
there's the occasional surprise like Lean Qutsourcing
or whatever to make one wonder. Maybe there is a
huge Lean + YFBH consulting market, and TPS
purists like us are missing out.

LIGHTEN UP! PRACTICE BEING
"CONSTRUCTIVELY CRAZY"

From Bob Koehler’s irregular newsletter

| don’t know about you, but | find that sometimes
people become way too serious about life and end
up wasting a lot of valuable moments. | think we need
to practice little things on a daily basis to remind us
that life was meant to be enjoyed and to keep us in
tune with the fun side of life.

Here's just one little example of what | am
talking about. | love Tim Horton's coffee and so |
usually hit the drive through before | leave town on a
trip in the morning. After | place my order, | then say,
“And that's to GO!” The reaction | get varies. Some
will laugh because they “get it”, but most will not “get
it” or not be in the mood and either think nothing of it
or think | am an idiot. By the way, you and | are only
idiots if WE think we are.

“The most important opinion of you is yours”. This is
a great exercise to practice, because it tests you and
your ability to “dance as though no one is
watching”. This essentially means that you give
yourself permission to find the fun side of life, without
needing everyone else’s approval.

If my wife is with me at the time | do this, | often get
a good jab in the ribs from her, but | keep doing it
anyway. | highly recommend that you look for
opportunities to create some fun with other people
and see how good you are at handling the people who
don't “get it”.

I look at it this way--how sad if we never did
anything unless we thought the whole world would
approve. If we did that, we would still be living in
caves.

Have some fun with your own form of being
“Constructively Crazy” and email me to let me know
some of the “Outrageous” things you do. Email me at
bob@bobkoehler.com

By the way, when | left a 19 year corporate career 20
years ago to start doing what | love to do, most of the
people at work said | was....Crazy!

That's how | knew | was on to something really good.
If living your life doing the things you know you were

“born” to do, is insane.......

....then call me CRAZY!

The most important opinion of you—is
yours”

PS Tim Hortons is the Canadian equivalent of Star Bucks
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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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