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Today, with a kaleidoscope of disruptive forces affecting business 

transactions, the speed of commerce, and the ferocious level of 

competition for consumer loyalty and business survival—the cost 

of an enterprise’s faulty communication can literally make or 

break a product. 

This book is an introduction to concepts associated with Lean 

methodologies and how these can be adopted to uncover waste 

and drive improvements in the interactions between participants 

in an organization.

Lean Communication provides the reader with analyses and 

solutions that can help frontline teams in today’s global supply 

chains, which are characterized by inherent problems rooted in 

time zone, language, and cultural differences.

Sam Yankelevitch is an author, entrepreneur, seasoned business 

leader, and speaker whose expertise is focused on the problems and 

pitfalls organizations are experiencing in the increasingly complex 

and disruptive 21st century. For over 30 years he has worked in 

small and mid-size companies with a highly successful track record 

developing and managing internal and external relationships with 

diverse workforces, customers, and suppliers. Sam established 

several highly effective global supply chain operations through his 

insights on the urgency of clear communication and its impact on 

successful project management and global business operations.

Claire F. Kuhl, M.Ed, is the owner of V&R Consulting, LLC, a 

management consulting practice based in Greenwood, South 

Carolina. During her extensive business career, Claire has managed 

multimillion dollar projects, motivated teams, led change, and 

generally instigated trouble in a variety of industries and disciplines, 

ranging from international behemoths to sole proprietorships and 

nonprofits.
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Abstract

Four decades ago, the most progressive companies, particularly those 
in the manufacturing sector, embraced an aspirational notion stoically 
named Zero Defects. It was a broad corporate call to action in an era 
with no Internet, elongated supply chains, multicultural, multilingual, 
cross-generational work teams, or multiple time zones. It was to ensure 
that products would be better, work-related accidents down, and profits 
larger if people did not make mistakes.

Today with the kaleidoscope of disruptive forces in business transac-
tions, the speed of commerce and the ferocious level of competition for 
consumer loyalty and business survival—the cost of an enterprise’s faulty 
communication can literally make or break a brand or product. There is 
now more than ever the urgency that how people connect to each other 
to move business forward must be foolproof.

The digital age is allowing consumers to be informed about every-
thing instantaneously, which in turn has accelerated the change in tastes, 
has decreased the life cycle of products and services, and is driving the 
need for companies to change ever faster.

Businesses have opened up to an incredible amount of trade in new 
countries and continents with the goal of capturing a new market or find-
ing cheaper sources of labor or materials. This phenomenon is presenting 
threats and risks that may not have been so obvious when the same com-
panies transacted business in their local markets.

On the one hand the differences in language and culture along with 
the factor of distance pose clear challenges to the uninterrupted flow of 
transactions required to get anything done with efficiency. Second, the 
very same countries where these organizations went for growth are now 
formidable competitors in the same markets and accelerating their incur-
sion into their own new markets.

Competition as we knew it has taken on a totally different dimension.
Even when executives realize that communication problems affect 

their financial situations, many tend to opt for technology solutions, 
perhaps because of an erroneous impression that paying for some soft-
ware or hardware will fix such problems. However, things don’t always 
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behave according to what these fixes are programmed to do—and the 
case remains that sitting on the last line of defense are teams of people 
collaborating and reacting to day-to-day issues.

At the core of our thesis is the fact that proven and effective 
methodologies exist that can be adapted as a way out of potentially 
crippling problems. Considering the incredible degree of success that lean 
continuous improvement principles have had in the financial services sec-
tor, the healthcare industry, and manufacturing organizations worldwide, 
we will present the case for using these very same ideas to reduce and 
perhaps eradicate the waste created by miscommunication in business.

While the origins of Lean might be traced to Toyota and their incred-
ible production management system, its foundation was originally 
intended to continually improve things on the factory floor. One might 
say that today’s 21st century factory floor has stretched into tens of 
thousands of miles and the interactions therefore required to make things 
happen mandate a much higher degree of attention than ever before.

We might say today that the new factory floor is the size of the world.
This book is meant as an introduction to some concepts associated 

with Lean methodologies and how these can be adopted to uncover waste 
and drive improvements in the interactions between participants in an 
organization.

Keywords

global teams, lean communication, lean leadership, lean manufacturing, 
lean supply chain, supply chain
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Introduction

Communication Challenge

For more than 30 years, the tenets of The Toyota Way and lean manufac-
turing have been transforming the way companies think about how they 
design processes, build products, and manage supply chains. Today, the 
time has come for lean practitioners and promoters—like you!—to tackle 
the next frontier of waste, rework, and frustration: communication.

In our increasingly complex world, a huge percentage of companies 
and supply chains require people to surmount multiple barriers that deter 
them from achieving true understanding and agreement. The occasional 
lapse in communication may seem trivial, but the ramifications can be 
stunning. Consider the case of the Airbus A380.

Case 1: Airbus’s Billion-Dollar Bungle

The Airbus A380 is the world’s largest commercial aircraft. Although it 
is now quite popular, the A380 got off to a rocky start. It was scheduled 
for delivery in 2006; however, the aircraft’s entry into service was delayed 
almost 2 years and the project was estimated to be as much as $6.1 billion 
over budget.

What happened? It was a classic failure to communicate effectively, 
and a triumph of wishful thinking over reality. The development of the 
aircraft was a collaboration among 16 sites spread across four different 
countries—except they did not really manage to collaborate very well. For 
example, German and Spanish designers used CATIA version 4 design 
software, while British and French teams had upgraded to version 5. 
CATIA (computer aided three-dimensional interactive application) is a 
multiplatform CAD, CAM, or CAE commercial software suite developed 
by the French company Dassault Systèmes 

As it turns out, CATIA ver. 5 was not just a small upgrade from 
CATIA ver. 4—it was a total rewrite that changed some of the key algo-
rithms used, including the one that provided values to compensate wiring 
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harness lengths for the bend radii. This is an absolutely crucial calculation, 
because wiring systems that have to be installed inside an airplane fuse-
lage must account for all the bends and turns that make up the geometry 
inside the airframe. Wires and harness bundles wind around obstacles or 
sit on top of each other, creating minor differences in length because of 
all those curves.

When it came time to build the prototype, the various design 
groups contributed their wiring diagrams and specifications, and sup-
pliers built the wiring harnesses according to the specifications they 
received. But when the harnesses were installed, to everyone’s hor-
ror, many of the bundles were too short. The reason? The two ver-
sions of CATIA calculated those bend radii differently, making the 
specifications unreliable. Even a few millimeters’ difference here and 
there becomes disastrous when you are dealing with 530 kilometers  
(330 miles) of wiring.

Thousands of man-hours were lost to redesign and rework, accounting 
for major monetary losses, numerous order cancellations, and severe 
damage to Airbus’s reputation.

So how does something like 
this happen? Why did someone 
decide to plunge ahead with the 
project, knowing that the com-
puter systems could not talk to 
each other? For that matter, it 
was difficult for the people to talk 
to each other. English was cho-

sen as the official language of the project, even though the majority of 
participants were not native English speakers.

The root cause is that Airbus was torn by internal wrangling dating 
back to a series of past mergers. Different parts of the organization inher-
ited different corporate cultures, management styles, and IT systems. 
Even at the very top of the organization, there was an elaborate split 
between French and German control. Personal rivalry and national pride 
were reported to have been issues that stood in the way, and pressure to 
keep the project moving forward meant that the CATIA software version 
disparity was never resolved.

When different parts of an 
organization cannot communi-
cate effectively with each other 
to resolve differences and make 
reasonable decisions, waste is 
present, and everybody loses.
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When different parts of an organization cannot communicate effec-
tively with each other to resolve differences and make reasonable deci-
sions, waste is present and everybody loses. For Airbus, it was a $6.1 billion 
of waste.

Obviously, not every communication problem creates losses of this 
magnitude, but as lean protocols teach us, any non-value-add situation 
is ripe for removal or reduction. Consider this example from my own 
manufacturing experience.

Case 2: Raphael’s Take-Down Mix-Up

One Friday, my leadership team and I were meeting to plan a preventive 
maintenance overhaul on one of our plant’s aluminum extrusion presses, 
scheduled to take place that weekend. I called in Raphael,1 our junior 
plant maintenance man.

“Hey, Raphael, the guys are going to be working on the extrusion 
press tomorrow. Would you be sure to take down the breakers, so we don’t 
have any accidents?”

“Sure, boss. No problem!”
Now, for all of us sitting in the meeting, this was a perfectly clear 

request for a simple, yet crucial, safety step that needed to be taken. But 
when I came in the next day, I saw a large metal panel sitting in a corner 
of our operations meeting room.

Raphael did exactly what we asked: He took down the breakers. 
Instead of simply flipping the breakers down to the off position, Raphael 
unbolted the whole panel to truly take them down off the wall.

That is a communication breakdown, all right! And it represents just 
one of the many ways that communication efforts can go off the rails.

By applying the transformative power of lean thinking (Womack and 
Jones 2003) in your organization’s communication process, you can help all 
players spot a breakdown situation and solve it. Lean tools exist to improve 
processes, any processes, including those associated with communication.

Just imagine the benefits of working in a company that consistently 
operates in a mode of lean communication; that is, communication that 

1 Names have been changed to protect the confused.
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correctly conveys meaning, attains shared understanding, achieves clear 
actions, and produces results that are aligned with expectations, goals, 
and objectives, and where everyone involved has a mechanism and tools 
that protect them from falling back into the old habits, which have a lot 
of inherent error and waste.

This is where communication adds value.
Now take this idea a step further and try picturing what your personal 

life would be like if there were no more miscommunications, misunder-
standings, and mishaps to create turmoil in your relationships.

Most companies—and certainly most families—do not have agreed-
upon approaches to analyzing and discussing how to identify all the 
waste, costs, and other negative consequences associated with com-
munication problems. Would it not be powerful if such an approach 
existed?

I submit to you that lean thinking has the potential to be that 
approach. The lean philosophy brings with it a suite of familiar tools 
and methodologies that you mastered for use in a manufacturing context. 
By twisting your paradigm just slightly, you can apply those same con-
structs to communication. Instantly, you’ve got a whole new set of tools 
for ensuring that message and meaning are conveyed without confusion, 
that understanding is truly shared by all concerned, and that the actions 
you plan are executed exactly as you envisioned them to accomplish their 
intended purpose.

Who Should Read This Book?

Lean Communication is written  
primarily to persuade people 
who are already involved in 
lean manufacturing to expand 
their thinking and apply lean 
techniques more broadly. By 
involved, I mean lean practi-
tioners, of course, but also the 

CEOs, middle managers, and other lean champions throughout the 
organization who appreciate the benefits that lean has brought to your 

Lean culture uses proven 
tools, specific languages, and 
well-documented standards to 
determine what is or is not add-
ing value in a given process or 
situation.
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processes and pocketbook. My challenge to you all is to embrace lean 
thinking as a way to improve communication, both at work and in life.

As lean practitioners and advocates, you have a huge advantage 
over many other players in your organization: You are adept at using 
proven tools, specific languages, and well-documented standards to 
determine what is or is not adding value in a given process or situa-
tion. (Indeed, because of your background, the majority of this book 
assumes that you have a general knowledge of lean philosophies, tools, 
and languages.)

Lean practitioners are trained in identifying and allowing waste to 
come to the surface. By uncovering areas of potential waste, we are able 
to see, describe, and solve. As you well know, “Out of sight, out of mind.” 
By design, lean allows, even expects, ugly things to surface, so they can be 
dealt with effectively and permanently. Lean actually accelerates change 
and drives companies toward performance excellence.

Of course, lean practitioners cannot conquer communication chal-
lenges alone!

So if you are just curious about lean, or if you’ve been recruited by 
a proactive lean thinker to join his or her quest to lead change, you’ll 
find lean lingo sidebars along the way to clarify some of the key concepts 
that are fundamental to understanding how lean works. If you really get 
hooked on lean, like I did, you may want to plunge into some of the 
books listed in the References. And you can always rely on lean practi-
tioners around you to serve as mentors, guides, and translators as you 
explore the lean landscape.

Who Am I to Write This Book?

When you name the really big names in the lean pantheon, Sam Yankele-
vitch does not come up. So who am I, and where did I get the nerve to 
write a book about lean?

I am just one of the thousands of professionals who have been living 
and promoting the lean manufacturing mindset since the mid-1980s. As 
you will see, learning about lean completely transformed my approach 
to business, and I immediately became a relentless advocate for applying 
lean philosophies in my own company.



xvi	 Introduction

Now, after almost three decades of seeing first-hand what lean think-
ing can do, I decided to continue looking for creative ways to apply lean 
thinking beyond the boundaries of the shop floor.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me tell you about how I first 
stumbled into lean thinking, and how it became the basis for my approach 
to business and life at almost every level.

Years ago, as happens with most young people, the time came for 
me to make a decision about going to college. Where would I go? What 
major would be right for me? And how would I know?

Also, like most young people, I thought about potential jobs and 
career-path opportunities. In my specific case, my grandfather was the 
founder and owner of a very successful lock and hardware manufacturing 
company in Colombia, South America. He and the family hoped that  
I would decide to work there and eventually run it.

Well, that sounded good to me! So, I chose industrial engineering for 
my major, and studied at the University of Texas at Arlington, graduating in 
1981. The curriculum at that time included a lot of time and motion stud-
ies, and batch production methodologies. Lots of Fredrick Taylor’s theories.

University life focused on the theoretical. I spent my time manipulat-
ing little paper cut-outs to mock-up plant layouts and using punch cards 
in the computer room to generate process simulations. Upon graduation, 
it was quite a jolt to jump straight into a bustling real, live tool shop in 
Grandpa’s plant.

The shop floor back then was set up in a typical department-by- 
department structure, and everything was processed in batches. Services 
were centralized, including the tool shop where I was frantically trying to 
master the realities of our business. I saw masses of people and material 
moving from one end of the line to the other—long cycle times, lots and 
lots of inventory, plenty of bottlenecks, and a flow that was punctuated 
with constant stops and starts.

But that was the way the business had been run since the early 1950s, 
and it was reasonably profitable. So that’s what I learned and understood 
to be the way things should be. I really felt no need to question things … 
until one fateful day in 1985.

Our company had just started expanding our export business to 
include Mexico. One of the new Mexican customers flew in to visit our 
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factory. At some point during the tour, and for reasons I may never under-
stand, this gentleman reached into his attaché case, took out a book, and 
handed it to me, saying, “Sam, somebody gave me this darn book the 
other day, and I really don’t understand what it’s about. I’m thinking 
maybe a young up-and-comer like you can figure it out.” The book was 
The Goal, by Eliyahu Goldratt (1984).

Wow! Goldratt’s approach completely blew my mind!
Suddenly, some of the situations we had been struggling with popped 

into a new focus. I began questioning the fundamentals I had assumed 
were carved in stone, and, being hungry to learn more, searched for more 
literature related to the topic. (Mind you, this was in the days before Goo-
gle or Amazon—I actually had to visit libraries and bookstores!) Once I 
started digging, I unearthed a few more revolutionary books, a handful of 
titles that all related to the Toyota Production System.

Fortunately for me, the books were loaded with examples and illus-
trations that brought to life the disarmingly simple, yet powerful, philos-
ophies that Toyota was implementing. As I had already surmised, many 
of the theories I had studied so hard in college would have to go out the 
window to let in the fresh air of what I was learning to call lean thinking.

Being a brash young fellow, I pulled the manufacturing engineer, 
some supervisors, and a few operators into my confidence, sold them 
on the new lean approach, and set out to test the theories in one specific 
product group: die-cast plumbing products. (In retrospect, they may have 
gone along with my schemes more because I was the owner’s grandson, 
and less because of my eloquence as a lean spokesperson.)

The die-cast plumbing line was a target-rich environment: high 
inventories, 45-day cycle times, quality problems, and way too much 
scrap. Applying what we had learned from our reading, we redesigned 
the layout to create a continuous flow cell. Once the new cell ramped up, 
we immediately saw the constraints and how they contributed, one way 
or another, to the dismal performance and quality problems we had been 
experiencing.

With the basics in place, we experimented, tweaked, measured, 
tweaked some more, and ultimately exceeded even my expectations for 
what the new approach could achieve. Through the transformative power 
of lean, even at this rudimentary level, we eliminated weeks of cycle time, 
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while minimizing scrap and maximizing quality. You could say that in our 
new die-cast plumbing cell, the water was no longer leaking out through 
the seals, but flowing though the spout, as intended.

Throughout my career at the Colombia plant, we persevered in changing 
and improving our manufacturing processes through the adoption of lean-
based philosophies. I must admit that, even though we did not implement 
a complete lean system or fully sustain the efforts we initiated, the benefits 
were evident, and the profitability of the company improved dramatically.

Since those early wins, my interest in lean has grown until it perme-
ates my approach to every process, inside and outside of the manufac-
turing department. In every job and assignment, I have, in some way or 
another, driven or participated in lean activities and implementations.

Over my years of participating in and promoting this incredible sys-
tem and philosophy, I’ve seen over and over that selling lean concepts and 
implementing them across multicultural environments are challenges in 
themselves. Anyone anywhere who believes that there’s a cookie-cutter, 
cut-n-paste way to shortcut lean implementation is going to receive a 
rude awakening.

The concepts of lean are sim-
ple, but implementation requires 
hard work. Once you’ve had 
that aha! moment, you’ll need 
persistent discipline and mental 
rigor to attain success. The lean 

concepts have to be carefully and thoughtfully assimilated if they are 
going to be transplanted successfully from one cultural environment to 
another. Attempts to short-circuit this hard work will result in a journey 
that is longer, more painful, and more muda-ful than it needs to be. What 
works in one corporate culture, or one part of the world, may not work 
in another.

The lean journey is always long and intense, and sustainable success 
comes only when the actual people who do the actual work grasp each 
situation and willingly implement a better way of doing things.

So who am I to write this book? A veteran and a true believer who is 
confident that now is the time to focus the magic of lean on conquering 
the next frontier—how to use this incredible continuous improvement 

Lean Lingo

Muda = Japanese lean term for 
waste.
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system to deal with the realities of communicating effectively in today’s 
business world, with its long and complex supply chains.

I offer to you the three key insights that have emerged during my 
contemplation of applying lean thinking to improving communication:

•	 The more complex a work environment becomes, the more 
important it is for all parties to communicate effectively.

•	 Communication is a process.
•	 The transformative power of lean thinking and continuous 

improvement can be applied to any process; therefore, it is 
time for lean practitioners and champions to take on the 
challenge of making communication in your company more 
effective.

Consider this your official call to action!





CHAPTER 1

The Cost of Complexity: 
The Impact of Language, 
Culture and Distance on 

Operations

You have heard it—or said it—a 
million times: “Keep it simple, 
stupid.” Great advice, but not 
always doable in today’s 
24/7/365 global economy. Polit-
ical changes have opened the 
door to long-distance trade relationships that were unthinkable in the 
past. Even had they been thinkable, it is only in the past 20 years or so 
that advances in technology have made it practical for average companies 
to build just-in-time supply chains and distribution channels that span 
the globe.

Of course, as soon as you 
have multinational business net-
works, you have the additional 
complications of cultural and linguistic differences. And all that added 
geographical distance makes lead times longer. Even today, it takes more 
than 30 days for a ship to cross the Pacific Ocean, versus waiting an hour 
for a truck to carry components 30 miles from across town.

Shorter lead times allow for faster solutions. Cause and effect are 
closer together.

The more complex a work environment becomes, the more import-
ant it is for all parties to communicate effectively. Orville and Wilbur 
probably did not have too much trouble reconciling their engineering 

The more complex a work envi-
ronment becomes, the more 
important it is for all parties to 
communicate effectively.

The world is the new shop floor.
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drawings for the first airplane or agreeing on adjustments to a particular 
component after testing it.

The Airbus people found things to be a bit more challenging. First, 
they were dealing with an engineering marvel of staggering complexity. 
The electrical system alone comprised more than 100,000 wires and 
40,300 connectors performing 1,150 separate functions. The team strug-
gled to share ideas, refine designs, and make decisions while working 
across 16 sites located in 4 different countries with 4 different native lan-
guages and customs, reflecting two not-well-merged corporate cultures. 
And, of course, there was the issue of the incompatible software releases.

According to Andrea Rothman, writing for Bloomberg.com in 2006:

…engineers in Germany and Spain stuck with an earlier version of 
Paris-based Dassault Systemes SA’s CATIA design software, even 
though the French and British offices had upgraded to CATIA 5. 
That meant the German teams couldn’t add their design changes 
for the electrical wiring back into the common three-dimensional 
digital mockup being produced in Toulouse, Champion says. 
Efforts to fiddle with the software to make it compatible failed, 
meaning that changes to the designs in the two offices couldn’t 
be managed and integrated in real time, he says. The situation 
worsened when construction and tests of the first A380s generated 
demands for structural changes that would affect the wiring. The 
changes in configuration had to be made manually because the 
software tools couldn’t talk to each other (2006; emphasis added).

Manually changing the configuration for 100,000 wires and 40,300 
connectors? You do not need a degree in probability to predict problems 
when dealing with that many potential points of failure.

In my experience, you do not even have to be at that extreme level of 
complexity to encounter costly problems. Let us consider how complexity 
creep affects communication efforts.

Early Days at Toyota

In the earliest days, when lean concepts were first emerging at Toyota, 
the supply chain was very local—Japanese client and suppliers sharing 
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one language, one set of cultural 
norms (Newton 2006). Most 
of the suppliers were within a 
50-mile radius of the assembly 
plant. That helped keep lead 
times short, which made the con-
cept of pull strategy and just-in-
time inventory quite workable.

Any communication issues 
they had were probably minimal 
compared to all the other sources 
of muda, which they were dis-
covering and battling. This muda was later categorized into the now well-
known seven types of waste of manufacturing environments. And you 
will note that they found all of this even in their compact universe of 
short distances, short lead-times, shared language, and common culture.

New World, New Lean

Fast forward 60 years. Consider now the challenges and opportunities of 
globalization and the impact it has on companies and people. The world 
is the new shop floor!

Although it has been around for a while, globalization has accelerated 
significantly over the past several years, compounding the collision of 
cultures and customs, and creating whole new communication hurdles.

As companies and supply chains grow ever larger and more com-
plex, they present their people with barrier after barrier that block true 
understanding and agreement. A great number of 21st century products 
depend on materials and components fabricated thousands of miles away 
from where they are assembled. To navigate each component through its 
many stops on the road to the final customer takes constant interaction 
between people and systems.

Possibilities for miscommunication among people abound. Certainly, 
people from different cultures and backgrounds who speak different 
languages may encounter challenges in coordinating multiple products 
across continents and time zones. But even beyond international and eth-
nic barriers, remember that the Baby Boomers do not understand the 

Lean Lingo

The seven forms of muda:

1.	Overproduction
2.	Inventory
3.	Motion
4.	Waiting
5.	Conveyance
6.	Overprocessing
7.	Not right first time
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Millennials. The men do not 
understand the women. The 
bosses do not understand the 
workers. The driven type As do 
not understand the laid-back 

type Bs. And the list goes on.
As the Airbus story has already highlighted, systems and technologies 

also encounter difficulties in trying to share information. Do we need 
EDI or XML to share ERP data? Can your PC handle my Mac files? Can 
we both maintain your cloud-based database in real time? Can you run 
this Apple app on your Android? Again, the list goes on.

Despite the difficulties, effective communication is absolutely essen-
tial. So how do we overcome these gaps?

Fortunately, the same con-
tinuous improvement meth-
odologies we have learned and 
adopted from Toyota can also 
detect communication muda 
that has crept in because of glo-
balization and increasing com-
plexity. If we focus our new lean 
thinking on communication at 

the operational level, where things actually get done, we should be able to 
have a significant positive impact on actions and performances.

Lean, when it becomes the cultural communication norm, can be a 
bridge to overcome barriers and build connections among different stake-
holders, regardless of their origin, background, and upbringing. In this book, 
we will explore how to embed lean communications into an organization.

For now, envision the end result of working in a culture where lean 
communication practices are fully in play:

•	 Every conversation1 ultimately has the customer in mind and 
contains as little waste as possible—focus on adding value for 
the customer.

1  Note that throughout this book, a conversation refers to any exchange of infor-
mation, person-to-person or system-to-system, whether via spoken or written 
word, diagram, data feed, and so on.

The same continuous improve-
ment methodologies we have 
learned and adopted from 
Toyota can also detect commu-
nication muda that has crept 
in because of globalization and 
increasing complexity.

Communication is the next 
frontier for lean implementa-
tion in our global supply chain.
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•	 Listening and reflecting back for confirmation and clarity are 
considered to be essential elements of every conversation—“Seek 
first to understand, and then to be understood.”

•	 Every stakeholder takes responsibility for learning from results 
that are less than perfect to make them better the next time (and 
nothing is ever perfect)—continuous process improvement.

•	 Each individual is valued by the group, and the group is val-
ued by each individual—“All for one and one for all!”

Communication is the next frontier for lean implementation in our 
global supply chain. Lean wisdom teaches us that you are only as effective 
as the weakest supplier in the chain. In the same way, your collaboration 
and execution are only as effective as the weakest communicator in the 
conversation.

“But wait!” you may say. “How can tools and rules intended for a 
manufacturing assembly line possibly pertain to something as intangible 
as communication?”

Fundamentally, lean tools are designed to improve processes. A man-
ufacturing assembly line is, very obviously, a process. Step one of the pro-
cess adds value and yields a result, which becomes the input to step two 
of the process. Step two takes that input, adds value, and produces a result 
that is the input to step three and so on, until the final result, deliverable, 
or product is ready.

So how about communication? Does it proceed in definable steps that 
yield results? Can those steps and results be improved? Is communication a 
process? If it is, then forward-thinking practitioners like you should be able 
to wield the transformative power of lean to continuously improve communi-
cation efforts and make them yield better results. The next chapter addresses 
these crucial questions.

Reflection and Application

1.	Create an informal process map of the supply chain for a typical con-
sumer item that you might purchase (e.g., electronics designed in the 
United States, assembled in China, purchased online, and delivered 
to your home; clothing designed in France, sewn in Pakistan, and 
purchased from a local department store). Identify 5 to 10 potential 
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points where communication failure might occur and discuss the 
potential effects of each.

2.	The author asserts that communication failures can occur even when 
all parties share a common culture and language. Give some exam-
ples of such lapses you have experienced or observed in the recent 
past, especially any that had a significant impact.



CHAPTER 2

A Process Called 
Communication: An 

Opportunity for Waste in 
Our Daily Interactions

In his profoundly influential book, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, 
Stephen R. Covey (1989) states, “… all things are created twice. There’s 
a mental or first creation, and a physical or second creation to all things.”

Every day, you think of hundreds of things and execute them without 
any help at all. You sail along, the star of your own movie, and that’s great.

But you also have ideas that you cannot execute alone. Lots of ideas, in 
fact, especially in the world of business. It turns out that John Donne was 
right when he said, “No man is an island.” As soon as you have to engage 
even one more person in transforming your idea into reality, you’ve got 
to deal with some form of communication. And as we know all too well, 
this is not always straightforward 
or easy.

Building on Covey’s concept 
of multiple creations, the act of 
communication actually requires 
a third creation, the sender’s 
meaning created in the mind of 

First creation Second creation

Draw a
shape

Draw a
shape

For an idea to become reality, 
it first begins with a thought in 
someone’s mind. The thought 
needs to be conveyed in order 
for action to occur.
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the receiver, and a fourth creation, the receiver executing in the physical 
realm.

As a manufacturing maven, I instantly see this series of transactions 
as a process.

Aha!

Communication is a process. Ergo, lean thinking can be applied to 
make our communication efforts more productive, less error-prone, and 
even more enjoyable.

Even with just two people interacting, you can bet that the communi-
cation process is going to hit some snags along the way, and the original 
idea may not be executed as originally conceived. The more people you 
add, the messier things get.

Variance = Process Improvement Opportunity

Basic communication theory attempts to explain how a message is sent 
out (in this case, by Shelby the Sender), and how it is received by another 

Shelby the sender Robin the receiver

Third creation

Fourth creation

Communication

Draw a
shape

Shelby the sender

oo

Robin the receiver

Draw a
shape

MIScommunication

Is not equal
to
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person (Robin the Receiver). In all too many cases, for a variety of rea-
sons, the original idea transmitted by the sender is not correctly under-
stood by the receiver. The difference between the originally intended idea 
and the interpreted idea is a difference in meaning.

In our diagram, the meaning that Robin received (shape = circle) is 
not the meaning that Shelby had in mind (shape = triangle). When Robin 
draws the shape, the outcome of 
this particular communication 
process is not what Shelby orig-
inally intended. In other words, 
the executed idea does not match 
the standard of the original idea. 
A variance exists.

Meaning A ≠ Meaning B = Variance = Opportunity for 
Improvement

The communication process adds value only if the meaning being con-
veyed is shared by the sender and all receivers. When meanings differ, we 
have non-value-added effort.

In a work environment—whether manufacturing, service, or other 
industry—things get done by people who are communicating constantly, 
conveying messages to each other, and receiving feedback from each other 
and from their observations of the results of their communication efforts.

If the messages being exchanged are intended to drive performance 
and execution—get things done—there would be significant benefit in 
somehow ensuring that the meanings being continuously exchanged are 
always understood as clearly as possible. Ideally, there would be no vari-
ance between the sent message and the received message.

More than Words Can Say

In our little example, Shelby the Sender and Robin the Receiver com-
municated via spoken word. But obviously, communication processes in 
the real world involve many channels—memos, drawings, videos, docu-
ments, body languages, vocal inflections, and of course, e-mails, e-mails, 

Lean Lingo

One definition of quality is con-
formance to a standard. When 
an item does not match the 
standard, a variance exists.
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and more e-mails. The communication process may take place entirely in 
real time between parties in the same location, or may require conveying 
ideas across long time periods and great distances. Communication pro-
cesses do not necessarily even involve human-to-human contact. Some-
times our technologies and systems manage to mangle messages for us 
as data moves across applications and platforms. The channel does not 
matter—communication is still a process that can (and usually should) 
be improved.

For example, in our complex business worlds, we often communi-
cate via documents, diagrams, and IT systems. Engineering drawings and 
operating instructions are common ways to convey a message. The chal-
lenge: Can this be done clearly enough to ensure that the meaning of the 
information conveyed on such documents is received accurately by every 
intended recipient?

All too often, the mission is not accomplished, resulting in multi-
ple rounds of clarification and conveyance between departments and 
companies.

For example, a Tier 2 automotive supplier where I worked frequently 
received product specifications via a print or an engineering drawing. On 
too many occasions, the prints we received were either missing critical 
details or included misleading information.

Knowing this could happen, we stayed on the alert, and relied on an 
internal team of engineers to review prints as they arrived. When they 
found something questionable, they transmitted the details of the ques-
tion or correction to the customer for their review and response.

The customer, often after weeks of reworking the prints, would send 
a new set of drawings to us, which would kick off yet another review 
by our team to ensure that all the details needed for proper execution 
were included. Clearly, this was a process that needed some serious 
improvement.

To add even more complexity to situations like these, technical draw-
ings and engineering prints many times refer to specifications, norms, 
and other standards that may be company-, industry-, or even country- 
specific with details available only in the language of that country.

In today’s globalized supply chain, such drawings are translated and 
used across the world. Because translations are mostly interpretations, 
time and money are lost in attempts to guess the intent and expectation, 
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which is being conveyed. In such cases, it is not uncommon for cautious 
companies to print a caveat on the drawing: “When in doubt, consult the 
original German [or Japanese or whatever] version of the document.” This 
in itself acknowledges the probability of things being lost in translation 
and creating miscommunication errors.

In another real-life experience, a local company transferred an auto-
mation line from its U.S. plant to one of the facilities in Mexico. The 
work instructions were compiled and written by the U.S. engineering 
team and sent out for translation to Spanish. Once the line arrived in 
Mexico, it took several weeks longer than expected to assemble the line 
and ramp it up. The delays resulted in lost productivity, late deliveries, 
and furious customers.

So what caused these costly delays?
As it turned out, the translated version was very difficult for the Mex-

ican crew to follow. Not every translator can handle the unique language 
requirements of a specialized discipline. Also, details taken for granted on 
the U.S. side were not explicitly provided in the operating instructions. 
What is common knowledge in one setting is not necessarily common in 
another, and we assume that it is at our own risk.

Again, regardless of the channels your communication processes use 
to convey messages, when those messages are intended to drive perfor-
mance and execution, you and your organization would gain significant 
benefit by ensuring that the meanings are being continuously exchanged 
with no variance between the sent and received message. Only then is the 
true value of the communication effort realized.

What Is the Value Proposition?

Wherever the communication process breaks down, and miscommu-
nication occurs, it almost always leads to non-value-added activity. And 

Lean Lingo

The first question … is always “What does the customer want from this 
process?’ (Both the internal customer at the next steps in the production 
line and the final, external customer.) This defines value.

—From The Toyota Way, by Jeffery K. Liker
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non-value-added activity is waste—muda1 to us lean practitioners. (That 
means big bucks, whatever language you speak!)

If a single one-on-one conversation can create a little muda, consider 
that most organizations comprise multiple functional areas staffed by lots 
of people: sales, customer service, finance, project management, engineer-
ing, logistics, production control, manufacturing, warehousing, shipping, 
and so on. Each of those functional areas probably has its own layers of 
management. And at the top of the heap are the various chiefs of this and 
that. Just imagine all the attempted conversations among all those people, 
up, down, and across organizational lines and levels.

A process that complex is the perfect breeding ground for muda!
Even companies with wonderfully robust communication processes 

will still find that even one small communication glitch can drive an orga-
nization toward corrective actions that can cost big money. For efficient, 
effective, value-added execution to occur, conversations among all areas 
and individuals need to consistently convey meanings clearly, adding 
value to every step of every business process.

Indeed, in an ideal company, everyone involved would enjoy a contin-
uous exchange and flow of correctly shared ideas, leading inexorably 
toward desired actions being performed correctly to meet customers’ 
needs and expectations. At each communication point, the received mes-
sage would match as closely as possible the meaning that the sender 
intended. The sender and receiver would be in agreement, sharing an 
understanding of the standard by which results will be evaluated.

Sadly, this continuous flow—
another key lean concept—can 
be diverted, diluted, or even 
stopped when meanings are not 
shared fully and correctly, caus-
ing the business processes to 
yield different results than were 
originally intended.

1  For any nonlean practitioners who are reading this: Toyota Motor Corporation’s 
innovative Toyota Production System is credited with being the foundation for lean 
manufacturing principles now applied around the world. Because Toyota is based 
in Japan, the language of lean incorporates many Japanese words and concepts.

Lean Lingo

Continuous flow means moving 
something completely through 
the value stream without stop-
ping
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This variance in results, this failure to achieve standard work, ulti-
mately hurts the customer, both internal and external. In many ways, 
your top communication priority is to clearly understand your custom-
ers’ expectations and requirements; otherwise, your outcomes will create 
waste or non-value-added results. And you will not be in business for 
long.

As a master of lean practices, you can save the day by mapping the 
stream where communication value is being created or not, just as surely 
as you’ve already done on the manufacturing line and in the supply chain. 
Applying lean principles can provide a clear picture of the situation and 
determine what corrections might be needed to drive the waste out of 
your communication processes.

At the end of the day, in any business, people and their interactions with 
each other—communication—lead a company to enjoy the thrill of victory 
or suffer the agony of defeat. Even when you are striving to communicate effec-
tively, stuff happens. The next section explores the issue and impact of messages 
that are communicated by action and often by accident.

Reflection and Application

1.	What are some of the obstacles that prevent continuous internal 
flow of information through the various channels used in your orga-
nization? Be sure to consider communication between individuals, 
between groups, and between technologies.

2.	What additional obstacles is your organization likely to encounter 
when communicating with your suppliers? Your customers?

3.	How do these communication variances affect your bottom line?





CHAPTER 3

 Acts of Unintended 
Communication: Our 

Actions and the Messages 
They Send

If you think it’s challenging to 
avoid variances when you are 
intentionally attempting to 
communicate a specific message, 
consider the additional confu-
sion created by those messages 
you don’t even realize you are 
broadcasting. Experienced lean 
practitioners know the Law of 
Unintended Consequences almost as well as they know Murphy’s Law. 
I would like to expand the law’s concept a little bit to suggest that some of 
our actions have the unintended consequence of communicating messages 
we really never meant to transmit.

In a business environment, communication results in forms as diverse 
as reports, rewards, measurements, and behaviors. These various forms are 
meant to drive action and support decision making. But sometimes we pay 
little to no attention to how some of these forms might affect our customers, 
suppliers, or employees. Some of the responses from your communications 
might not be what you intended, as you’ll see in these real-life situations.

Rewarding the Wrong Behavior

I recently visited a metalworking company that apparently had some 
very talented and resourceful individuals on staff. Every month, they 

The law of unintended conse-
quences is an adage or idiomatic 
warning that an intervention in 
a complex system always creates 
unanticipated and often undesir-
able outcomes.

—Princeton.edu
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encountered a plethora of production problems. And miraculously, every 
month, they creatively improvised enough kludged devices and quick 
fixes to make their deliveries to the customer.

Typically, by the last week of almost every month, people were run-
ning around like crazy, doing whatever it took to get parts out the door. 
The experience was quite chaotic. Most personnel just laughed and 
boasted about how resourceful they were to make things happen under 
these conditions.

The company’s leadership was under the impression this was a proper 
way to function, since customer orders were being shipped on time for 
the most part. The heroes that came up with the fixes were, in fact, given 
a pat on the back by management and celebrated as special personnel that 
could always be counted on to solve problems, although at a very high 
cost. The unstable and unreliable processes led to very high inventories, 
excessive overtime work, additional shifts, and premium freight charges.

Eventually, Casey, one of the managers from this metalworking com-
pany, began to visit other companies and benchmark how they operated. 
To her dismay, the companies she toured typically had more stable pro-
duction processes, with the equipment running in a reliable manner, 
churning out a balanced amount of parts every week. No big rush at the 
end of the month. Firefighting was the exception.

Puzzled by the difference between her own shop floor and the more 
stable ones, Casey started quizzing the managers she was benchmarking. 
The responses were strikingly similar: Yes, we have been through periods 
of unstable production, mostly related to unreliable, unstable equipment. 
We decided to nip it in the bud by defining the real problems and putting 
in permanent fixes.

Casey recognized that, as a fundamental part of their solution, they 
stopped rewarding temporary countermeasures, and expected any correc-
tives to be of a permanent nature, applied in all areas and standardized. 
They acknowledged that short-term fixes tended to create more problems, 
not just on the shop floor, but also in other areas in the company.

As Casey learned, reward systems communicate what is important; 
therefore, they should be conceived in a way that aligns with the long-
term company goals and conveys appropriate priorities. Although fire-
fighting is sometimes necessary, it must remain the exception and not 
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the rule. Leadership should communicate this to everyone in the organi-
zation through every available means, including rewards and reinforce-
ments. I am convinced that if we harness the creativity of the firefighters 
in our organization and include their contributions in a structured prob-
lem-solving process, they will continue to participate with their ideas and 
take pride in creating longer-lasting solutions to problems.

What the Customer Perceived

Reports are yet another way we convey messages. When communicating 
anything to our most important stakeholder—our customer—take care 
to observe the law of unintended consequences! Here is a case where this 
advice was not followed.

A Tier 2 supplier of automotive components ramped up a new pro-
duction line of components and started deliveries to the Tier 1 customer. 
Every week, the customer detected one or two quality issues, and, per 
automotive supply chain standards, requested root cause analysis and cor-
rective actions. The methodology used by the supplier was to submit an 
Eight Disciplines (8D) report to document what the issues were and how 
they were being solved.

After the seventh 8D report 
was received, the customer 
decided to issue a rejection 
against the quality system of the 
Tier 2 supplier. The reason given 
was that every 8D received used a 
totally different problem-solving 
approach, even though the types 
of problems were similar. The 
customer perceived an inconsis-
tent way of solving problems, 
and wanted to make sure this 
would be corrected. They also 
suspected that this inconsistency 
was also somehow related to the 
many quality issues.

Lean Lingo

The 8D problem-solving report:

1.	Build the team
2.	Describe the problem
3.	Implement a temporary fix
4.	Identify or eliminate the 

root cause
5.	Verify the solution
6.	Implement a permanent 

solution
7.	Prevent the problem from 

recurring
8.	Celebrate team success
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Although the company CEO continued to reject this claim, the Tier 
2 was strong-armed into hiring an external quality group to investigate 
and determine the facts. After a week of interviews and investigations, a 
systemic root cause analysis was performed. The consultants found that 
the required cross-functional problem-solving process was not being fol-
lowed. Instead of relying on multidisciplinary teams, the quality depart-
ment was left alone to write up an 8D report as best they could and 
submit it to the customer. As it was impossible for the quality function to 
address all the complexities properly, their attempts to provide informa-
tion yielded inconsistent reports to the customer.

The ramifications of the consultants’ findings went far beyond just the 
root cause of 8D reporting inconsistency. Their cross-functional research 
clearly revealed that roles and responsibilities were not clear when it came 
to problem solving. Because the quality department was responsible for 
all quality issues and solving problems, the expectation was that they 
would do this by themselves. Little to no support was provided to this 
department by the other corresponding areas.

So how had the functional areas gotten the message that they should 
leave the quality department holding the bag? The CEO told them so by 
his actions.

The investigation determined that the company leader did not sup-
port problem solving in cross-functional teams. He saw no value in it and 
did not understand the benefit of the multidisciplinary team approach. 
His lack of experience and understanding of working in such environ-
ments caused him to ignore his own company’s standards. Others mod-
eled his behavior, and negative consequences ensued.

I will say it again: The complex problems of today cannot be solved by 
individuals or functional areas working in isolation. It is possible to reach 
real solutions only through frank and free communication among every-
one involved. And leaders’ actions speak louder than words in this regard.

Looking for Blame Versus Solving Problems

If management best practices preach honest and open communication, 
then why are so many problem-solving meetings populated by players 
who show up in body only and do not participate in a very committed 
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way? I’ve investigated this informally with individuals I’ve seen remain 
silent or agree very quickly with other participants, and a pattern has 
emerged from their responses.

The number one reason they chose to just follow and not be totally 
forthcoming is that, all too often, these sessions deteriorate into 
blame-storming, finger-pointing, and scapegoating. Rather than focusing 
on fixing a broken process, some teams fall prey to placing blame on indi-
viduals. The message transmitted by this approach is: “We will do a root 
cause analysis to find out who did it.”

Let me tell you about a case I 
observed during a recent visit to a 
plant that had severe equipment 
downtime issues related to their 
die changeover process. Despite 
prior training on Single Minute 
Exchange of Die (SMED), a 
changeover process that should 
be done in about 15 minutes was 
taking them over one hour.

We filmed a complete 
changeover, and created a mul-
tidisciplinary team to review the 
video step by step. One of the 
tools we used to determine what was delaying the changeover was a sim-
ple fishbone diagram.

I use the word simple, yet am convinced it is an incredibly effective 
tool not only for exposing causes, but also for driving people to partici-
pate and contribute with their own direct observations.

The power in this methodology is that it is all about finding problems 
to fix, not people to blame.

Before ending the first SMED analysis session, a supervisor came up 
to me and said, “This is the first time in 20 years I have felt comfortable 
stating the truth the way I see it. In the past, these sessions have been 
grilling sessions with mangers blaming the shop floor personnel for every-
thing. When you laid out the fish diagram on the board and wrote the 
problem statement about change over time, I really thought that what 

Lean Lingo

Fishbone diagram—graphical 
tool for analyzing cause and 
effect in a process; also known 
as an Ishikawa diagram

SMED—a lean methodol-
ogy widely used to reduce the 
changeover time of tooling and 
dies, thereby increasing equip-
ment availability, improving 
flow, and reducing inventories
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should go at the head of the fish was a statement about management and 
lack of leadership.” (I think he was implying that on many occasions, the 
fish stinks from the head!)

When applied correctly in the communication process, perhaps lean 
methodologies create a safe environment that drives true team collabo-
ration and exposes problems without fearing backlash. Everyone who is 
somehow related to a problem sees it from his or her own unique perspec-
tive and must be enabled to communicate it to a team.

Wrong Metrics: 90 Percent Recovery and OEE  
at 96 Percent

The old saw says, “Figures lie, and liars figure!” Metrics, when properly 
applied, can assist greatly in pinpointing problems and illuminating 
potential solutions. When used incorrectly, though, metrics and their 
messages drive unintended consequences, as in the two cases that follow.

Ninety percent is close to one hundred percent. In some charts, it 
looks like an indicator that things are going okay. But what if the wrong 
metrics are being used? Could that 90 percent be hiding uglier, more 
damaging numbers?

That was certainly the case in a die casting operation I visited. The 
shop floor superintendent proudly told me that they recycled 90 percent 
of their scrap by putting it in the machine’s melting pot. This included all 
the parts from the machine startup operation, bad parts, and of course, 
the mold sprues. Unfortunately, although that nice, high recycling num-
ber sounded good, they were not tracking the other measurements that 
would have put that number into proper perspective.

They had no idea how many parts were remelted from the start-ups or 
scrapped because they were bad. Nothing was recorded insofar as the time 
lost every time the machine cycled without producing a good part, nor 
the amount of energy lost to heat for nonconforming parts. And because 
the 90 percent sounded so good, they never considered focusing their 
process improvement efforts in that area. Go figure!

I witnessed a similar situation at a supplier that had a great looking shop 
floor. The flow was quite easy to follow. The sightlines were clear. To keep 
the troops inspired, and to keep their eyes attuned to a key performance 
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When challenged, the engineers responsible for the OEE measurements 
turned out to be using some weird algorithm they had cooked up, not the cor-
rect calculation for this metric, which factors in the quality yield and loss com-
pared to the intended cycle times.

When I approached the manager with this insight, he responded that we 
should stay away from the topic because the people involved were “very proud 

OEE = Availability × Performance × Quality

Availability

Availability considers loss to downtime, and is calculated as:

Availability = Actual Operating Time/Planned Production Time

Performance

Performance considers loss to speed, and is calculated as:

Performance = Designed Cycle Time/(Operating Time/Total Pieces)

Quality

Quality considers quality loss, and is calculated as:

Quality = Good Pieces/Total Pieces

For example, if availability is 85 percent, performance is 90 percent, 
and quality is 85 percent:

OEE = �85% × 90% × 85% = 65%, which is, in fact, what the real 
number was in the plant we visited.

metric, each machine sported an Overall Equipment Effectiveness (OEE) 
chart.

On most boards, the OEE was between 94 and 96 percent. Wow! 
When I saw this, I felt like dialing the folks at Toyota to come visit this 
plant, and use it for a benchmark. These were very nice OEE numbers! 
But could they be real? After all, while some world class facilities might 
be in the mid 80 percent in OEE, plants that have adopted OEE to drive 
continuous improvement are typically happy to be in the mid 70 percent.
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of achieving a high 90 percent figure in a lean metric.” He went on to state 
that because there were no quality or delivery complaints from customers, 
their fake OEE was a feel-good metric and kept people motivated. Cough!

While in both of these cases, the metrics were communicating a value 
that could be perceived by some as a great achievement, these metrics 
were actually hiding great opportunities. It’s certainly possible that leader-
ship did not fully grasp the opportunities that a proper OEE system could 
provide, such as pointing directly at some hidden treasures that could 
reduce defects and improve deliveries.

It is troubling to believe that the leadership (and I use the term 
loosely) in both cases opted for likeable instead of valuable metrics. In 
doing so, they communicated a message that cascaded across the entire 
organization that it’s okay to execute at a low performance level, as long 
as we save face and look good.

Lead by Example

For months, the head of engineering at my old company struggled to 
design a processing machine that could handle materials on par with the 
market-leading original equipment manufacturer (OEM) machine we 
were using. He finally came up with a design that he assured us was going 
to be cheaper and better than the original. Because he was a trusted pro-
fessional, the country manager gave the go-ahead to build and use the 
head engineer’s new machine.

Fast forward eight months. The new self-designed machine has taken 
its place in our manufacturing line. Sadly, from concept to execution, 
something was lost. The product was rolling out of the new machine too 
slowly to keep up with demand, and the quality was unreliable. Break-
downs happened constantly, and to run at all, we had to have specially 
trained and dedicated mechanics available on every shift.

Because of poorly chosen materials and design flaws, the new machine 
could not be maintained properly, and the mechanics were constantly 
chastised by the head of engineering. At one point, in front of the entire 
manufacturing team, he decided to straighten out a metal rule by him-
self. Blatantly ignoring all of the standard maintenance procedures, he 
grabbed the rule and bent it across his knee!
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Upon witnessing this strange way of repairing a precision CNC 
machined part, I confronted him, and said, “This is not the way we have 
taught the mechanics to handle issues like this. Why are you doing this 
and ignoring our standard way?”

He replied, “Because I know what I am doing!”
With that one action and accompanying comment, the head of engi-

neering communicated something very important in a nonverbal way 
and displayed massive disrespect for his team and for the company’s pro-
cesses. Whatever he thought he was accomplishing by bending the rule 
on his knee, the real messages received were not good for business. The 
mechanics stopped following the standard repair process. In fact, they 
delayed handling repairs at all, and just waited for the almighty head of 
engineering to fix his own darn machine himself, however he felt like 
doing it.

There are several lessons in this story, but I will stick to the most 
obvious one. Leaders who violate their company’s standards, procedures, 
and processes are foolish if they think anyone else is going to play by the 
rules. The further you move up the corporate ladder, the more people are 
watching you and emulating your behavior. Make sure you are consis-
tently giving them an excellent model to follow.

One Message, Many Receivers

Back when I was fresh out of college, my management training in the 
family business started immediately. Even though I started out in the tool 
shop, I had interviews and conversations with most of the staff and man-
agers, trying to learn the realities of making a business work.

On one occasion, the head of finance called me into her office to dis-
cuss a serious matter. The sales manager was inflating his expense reports 
and profiting from his travel expenses. She had incontrovertible proof 
that he was filing fraudulent reports, and she asked me to tackle the situ-
ation with human resources and the sales manager to make sure that the 
issues were dealt with promptly and properly.

In my unbelievable naiveté (I was really young at the time), I sug-
gested to the head of finance that we just look the other way. “After all,” 
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I said, “he is a great salesman, bringing in lots of money and helping us 
achieve incredible growth.”

She looked at me silently for a moment. She blinked a couple of 
times, and pursed her lips.

Finally, she said, “Well if that is how you want to run this business, 
then I assume it’ s okay if I also skim some money and take it to my  
personal account?”

Lesson learned. It’s inexcusable to overlook the misconduct of any 
individual, no matter how valuable to the organization you may think 
they are. Beyond the damage that individuals can do, the message it sends 
to the rest of the team can undermine trust and integrity beyond all repair. 
Stick to your guns, do what’s morally and ethically correct, and hold 
others equally accountable.

Your Word Means Nothing

While I was working as a VP in a large, multinational firm, our CEO 
called us into his private conference room to discuss the next steps in a 
reorganization that was taking place. He invited only a select few, mostly 
top-level managers and other key people with influence.

The CEO started the meeting by saying, “Now, the information we 
are about to discuss is highly confidential. I expect everything we say to 
stay in this room. Don’t share this with your teams or even any peers who 
are not in here today.” Naturally, we all agreed to respect his wishes.

It wasn’t even an hour later that I was approached by one of the man-
agers who had not attended the meeting, looking for me to explain some 
of the decisions that had been reached behind closed doors. “How did 
you hear about this?” I asked.

“The CEO told me.”
So much for our confidentiality agreement. And so much for my 

respect for and trust in that CEO. When all is said and done, if your 
behavior demonstrates that you do not keep your word, why should I 
believe that you’ll keep any of your commitments?

The message I received from the CEO in this case was very clearly “do 
not trust me,” which may have been an unintended consequence but it 
affected the way we communicated from then on. Many other senior team 
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members felt the same way and felt that the underlying issue was more 
than just an oversight and more of an issue of respect, or lack thereof.

Needless Negotiation

Years ago in Colombia, my brother-in-law and I were headed for lunch 
and decided to pick up a few avocadoes on our way. We stopped by the 
farmer’s market in the town square and spied a street vendor offering 
avocados.

He had these huge, luscious, ripe avocados that he was eager to pres-
ent for our inspection. Clearly, he took pride in his products and took 
seriously his role as a street vendor and what he did every day to make a 
living for himself and his family.

Now, at the time, my brother-in-law worked in the textile distribu-
tion business, and I was occupied at the hardware factory. Both of us 
were very accustomed to negotiating to get the lowest price on materials, 
equipment, and services. All the time, we were negotiating a better price, 
buying cheaper so that we could make a profit when selling our goods.

So when the street vendor named his price for the fruit, we slid into 
our default mindset of negotiating and buying cheaper. Naturally, we 
ignored his stated price, and after a few minutes of haggling, he agreed to 
about half of the original amount. Quite pleased with ourselves, we paid 
him in cash and started driving toward our lunch destination.

As we rode along, though, it occurred to me that we really had no need 
to force the street vendor into lowering his price. I turned to my brother-
in-law and said, “You know what? Let’s go back. I mean, this is a guy mak-
ing a living from avocados, and he barely has enough to live on and to feed 
his family. Let’s just go back pay him the amount that he actually originally 
asked for.” We both felt bad and turned the car around toward the square.

Sadly, by the time we got back to the corner of the square where the 
avocado vendor had been, he was gone. We felt very bad about this then, 
and to this day, we remember the story of the avocados.

We were of course wearing our business hats in a context that had no 
place for our negotiating and contract skills. Thus, we neglected to take 
our hats off after leaving the office.
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The most effective communication begins with understanding your 
audience and what your purpose is through the communication. One 
way of demonstrating respect for others is to view your actions and com-
munication from their perspective, not just your own. Only then can you 
achieve a win–win situation for all concerned.

So far, we have seen that communication is a process, but one that is eas-
ily derailed in a variety of ways. From the massive complexities of the global 
supply chain to the simple actions of an individual, an organization can  
suffer from good messages being communicated poorly and from poor messages 
accidentally communicated powerfully. The next section is offered as an initial 
do-it-yourself guide to applying your lean expertise in this new context.

Reflection and Application

1.	Consider some of the unwritten rules in your organization. How are 
they communicated to new employees? Are any of those unwritten 
rules in conflict with the official messages (e.g., policies, documented 
procedures)? What is the impact of that misalignment on employees? 
On your customers?

2.	Whether or not you are in a formal management or leadership posi-
tion, your colleagues undoubtedly observe your actions and perhaps 
model themselves on your behavior. What messages are you unin-
tendedly communicating?

3.	Einstein once said that “Everything that can be counted doesn’t nec-
essarily count; everything that counts cannot necessarily be counted.” 
Think about the metrics you are using to assess your organization’s 
performance. Are you counting the right things the right way? Are 
your measurements communicating useful information effectively?



CHAPTER 4

Continuous Improvement of 
the Communication Process: 
VSM, 5S, PDCA, and More

As you have seen thus far, organizations working in complex situations 
must overcome many communication-related hurdles, each of which 
adds cost. Happily, communication is a process, which means that lean 
thinking can be applied to make your communication efforts more pro-
ductive, less error-prone, and even more enjoyable.

My goal in this section is to draw parallels between the shop floor 
and the communications arena while suggesting how familiar lean tools 
might be applied effectively. My hope is that this first round of ideas 
will stimulate your thinking and serve as a springboard for you and your 
company—one that moves you toward creating a systemic set of solutions 
to deal with snags that exist in your communication processes. Whether 
you are a CEO, a manufacturing manager, or a front-line contributor, 
you can take the first step in leading the charge on lean communication.

What a Waste: Non-Value-Add

As we have already seen, communication processes are susceptible to the 
classic lean problems of variance and non-value-added activity. Indeed, 
communication processes can suffer from outbreaks of all three categories 
of waste:

•	 Muda—non-value-add
•	 Mura—inconsistency; uneven flow
•	 Muri—overburdening; no value added beyond capability

These three familiar lean terms can help you see and understand the 
different types and sources of waste in communication processes. Like 



28	 LEAN COMMUNICATION

the Three Musketeers of literary fame, these concepts are much more 
powerful when deployed as part of a unified whole (Womack and Jones 
2003, 2005). However, to better understand how each of these manifests 
in the communication context, it may be helpful to examine them one at 
a time for now.

Muda

In traditional lean thinking, the concept of waste is associated with any-
thing that is adding no value—that is, does not contribute to meeting or 
exceeding the customer’s expectations. As a lean professional, you can, I’m 
sure, recite the seven (plus one) wastes without batting an eye:

•	 Overproduction
•	 Inventory
•	 Wasted motion
•	 Waiting
•	 Conveyance
•	 Overprocessing
•	 Nonright first time (i.e., scraps, reworks, and defects)
•	 Underutilization of people

You can also undoubtedly cite plenty of examples of how you have 
reduced or eliminated these dreaded elements from your manufacturing 
processes. But what do these familiar villains look like in a communica-
tion context? Let’s consider a few tales of communication muda.

Overproduction

In the communication context, overproduction occurs in any conver-
sation that delivers too much information, delivers it before it could 
possibly be useful, redirects focus away from what the customer actually 
wanted. One example can be found in the classic description of that 
frustrating coworker who talks all around the point without ever getting 
to it: “Whenever I ask that guy what time it is, he tells me how to build 
a clock!”



	 CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT OF THE COMMUNICATION PROCESS	 29

Inventory

A management consultant I know was asked to help a client organize 
her company’s online documentation library. For years, employees had 
created folders and saved files willy-nilly, using neither naming standards 
nor agreed-upon organizing principles.

In one extreme case, the consultant found a dozen slightly different 
versions of the same procedure document. And because no one bothered 
to even put dates on the documents (never mind enforcing document 
control!), it was impossible to determine which version was the most cur-
rent. Clearly, the time and money invested in creating this inventory of 
stale and unreliable documents was wasted.

Wasted Motion

On the production line, wasted motion occurs when individuals perform 
more steps than necessary to complete a process. Here is a classic example 
of extra steps in a communication context.

It’s typical these days to have different IT systems talk to each other 
to exchange and compare data. Obviously, the intent of having such set-
ups would be to leave the number crunching to machines rather than 
humans. After all, machines are cheaper and, if properly programmed, 
make fewer errors.

I recently heard the story of an automobile OEM that used their 
student interns as a low cost alternative to reviewing and correcting the 
output of two different IT systems. The systems were supposed to com-
municate with each other to control the specific components that were 
going to be assembled on a car, based on the features ordered. Appar-
ently, the systems were not properly programmed and did not communi-
cate according to specifications. Therefore, the students were directed to 
download the output from the two systems into spreadsheets, manipulate 
the data, and then reenter it into a third local system to drive the final 
assembly of a vehicle.

What a nightmare of wasted motion! The process now loops through 
multiple extra steps, people, and systems. Data is moving onto and off of 
platforms unnecessarily. And the whole approach almost seems designed 
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to maximize the introduction of errors, omissions, and variance of all 
types into the process. When the decision was made to use the low cost 
intern solution, did anyone calculate the actual return on investment after 
wasted motion and variances were addressed?

Waiting

Back in the 1980s, a large infor-
mation processing company 
in Chicago got the total qual-
ity management bug. Before 
long, everyone there was going 
to training classes on process 
improvement theory and tech-
niques. Fishbone diagrams 
started appearing on the walls, 
and even front-line folks were 
asking the Five Whys and pursu-
ing the Three Actuals.

The CEO was a real cham-
pion for the changes, and urged his executive team to analyze their pro-
cesses and look for improvement opportunities. They decided to tackle 
the question of why they spent so much time in meetings. Much to the 
CEO’s chagrin, root-cause analysis revealed that waiting for him to arrive 
was the #1 reason for late starts and lost productivity in his team’s meet-
ings. He was suitably appalled when the team tallied up the cost of their 
collective salaries for the hours lost to the waiting game.

Wrangling procedural red tape can also create costly wait-times. Our 
automotive supply chain was struggling with on-time delivery and with 
quality issues in working with a particular customer. The relationship was 
structured such that the customer had to provide an approved purchase 
order (PO) to kick off the next step of each project.

In our root-cause analysis, we interviewed several project managers 
and quality personnel and determined that the problems resulted from 
waiting for the PO to arrive. The customer would often send it too late in 
the timeline, creating lots of last-minute rushing through critical details. 

Lean Lingo

The Five Whys—technique 
for finding the root cause of a 
problem by repeatedly asking 
“Why?”

The Three Actuals—technique 
for analyzing a process by going 
to the actual place and observing 
the actual people doing the actual 
work
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Not surprisingly, this resulted in quality lapses, missed deadlines, and 
ultimately large amounts of money wasted.

Goldratt’s Theory of Constraints1 (1984) teaches us that the problems 
of waiting create costs that will never be recovered when these are directly 
associated with a bottleneck. When deadlines are not met early in a pro-
cess, the waiting game downstream causes non-value-add activities and 
their associated costs.

Conveyance and Handling

On the assembly line, no value is added when a part has to be moved from 
one end of a building to the other end. It is implicit also that in processes 
that move parts unnecessarily, those parts are handled over and over, and 
each touch-point is an opportunity for a quality problem. Similar issues 
can occur when conveying messages.

A large Tier 1 supplier received notification from the OEM that engi-
neering changes were needed to some design drawings. The notification 
included the critical, specific detail of when the new revision would be 
implemented. The message was conveyed to the Tier 2 supplier, who in 
turn conveyed the message to the subsuppliers.

In response, groups of people started talking with other groups of 
people, and numerous project meetings and cross-functional global team 
meetings were convened to convey the status of the engineering change. 
The crucial detail of the launch date was conveyed with relatively little 
importance, compared to the technical details for the engineering change 
needed.

In this particular case, the hefty amount of information-handling 
across tiers and teams opened an opportunity for a junior engineer at one 
subsupplier to change a crucial piece of data: the authorized launch date. 
He misread the date because of the difference between American-style 
dates (mm/dd/yy) versus European- and Latin American-style dates (dd/
mm/yy). As a result, tooling and materials were switched over to the new 
version on August 10, 2012, instead of on October 8, 2012.

1  See section “Finding the Bottleneck: The Theory of Constraints” in Chapter 4.
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Next scene: When the Tier 1 started receiving the new version at their 
dock, contrary to the original instructions, quite a few pointed (to the 
point of being unprintable, perhaps) messages were conveyed in late-
night phone calls with top management from the entire supply chain.

Overprocessing

Here is a great illustration of overprocessing that I heard from a consul-
tant and friend with whom I enjoy swapping war stories:

When I worked at an information processing firm in Chicago, I had 
a terrific individual reporting to me by the name of Pat. Pat was as 
sharp as they come, highly responsive, and extremely diligent in 
her approach to work.

In a departmental meeting, my boss, the CIO, asked Pat if she knew 
how much it would cost to move one of our documentation pro-
cesses off of paper and onto an online platform. When she said no, 
he shrugged and moved on.

Later in the week, Pat came in for her regular status meeting with me.
“So how are things going, Pat?”
“Well, I’m a little behind on some of my work because I wanted to 

focus on the big new project from the CIO.”
“What big new project?! Was I informed about this?”
“You know—moving the documentation process to an online delivery 

system. I have done a thorough analysis, gotten three quotes, and 
am putting the finishing touches on my 15-page summary report.”

I’m sure you’ve guessed by now that, once we checked with the 
CIO, there was no new project. He’d casually asked a quiet ques-
tion that my eager associate heard as a thundering demand for 
research. Given that he was satisfied with a simple “no,” Pat cer-
tainly processed the question far beyond the standard required by 
the customer.

Sadly, it’s not unusual for well-intentioned team members to go a little 
too far in response to the off-handed remark of someone in upper man-
agement. Another good friend told me that while he was serving as the 
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chief engineer at a refinery in Texas, they were waiting for an executive 
visit. Someone noticed that several maintenance guys were outside spray-
ing green paint on the grass. Apparently, the last time the CEO visited 
was during a drought, and he commented that “the grass sure was brown.” 
Someone noted that, and was determined to have it fixed for this visit!

Non-Right First Time

Anyone who’s had to deal with the experts at HQ will appreciate this 
example that was given to me by a colleague:

A few years ago, my father-in law Al was superintendent of the fleet 
for the Indianapolis branch of a national baking company. It was 
his job to ensure that all the delivery trucks were kept in good 
repair, always ready and able to move fresh bread and bakery goods 
quickly from the central bakery out to restaurants and grocery 
stores around the state.

He shared with me the sad story of the day that he and his team 
first loaded up a brand new semi-trailer that had been ordered by 
the experts at national headquarters. The new truck looked great—
shiny, spotless, with the company logo displayed proudly on all 
sides. The driver backed the truck into the dock, and instantly the 
loaders swarmed in and out, filling the trailer with rack upon rack 
of fresh bread, ready for immediate delivery.

To everyone’s horror, when the driver went to close the trailer doors, 
it couldn’t be done! The floor of the now-filled trailer sagged lower 
than the bottom edge of doors, so they couldn’t seal.

Properly designed trailers actually bow up slightly in the center when 
empty so that they are pushed flat by the weight of their designated 
cargo. As it turned out, whoever at headquarters created the spec-
ifications for the new trailer forgot to calculate the weight of the 
bread when the rolling racks were fully loaded. As a result, instead 
of being flat, the new trailer drooped in the middle.

The company could have avoided wasting a lot of time, money, and 
bread if the specs had just been right the first time.
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Underutilization of People

My lean mentor and friend Chris has always pointed out that, in most 
cases, while people are on the job, they go about doing their work and 
doing what they are told. Outside of the office, though, these very same 
people might be leaders or managers in their family, churches, parent 
teacher association, or sports teams. A company culture that does not see 
these people as potential contributors may surely be underutilizing their 
talents. Waste is manifest when someone who has the potential to lead or 
drive activities is not given such a role.

Even our choice of words and 
images can set a tone that mini-
mizes the value of an individual. 
Consider that workers used to be 
referred to as hands—for exam-
ple, farm hands or all hands on 

deck. What about their brains?

The mind has exactly the same 
power as the hands: Not merely to 
grasp the world, but to change it.

—Colin Wilson

Everybody should be fully 
engaged, and that their think-
ing—not just their labor—is 
critical to success.

The symbol that has been 
adopted to represent people in 
process mapping and plant lay-
out software symbolizes an indi-
vidual, viewed from above, with 
arms set in position to take care 

of the work that is to be done. As a worker, what’s your reaction to seeing 
yourself portrayed this way when you study such a map?
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While hands are, indeed, important, part of lean thinking is an expec-
tation that everybody should be fully engaged, and that their thinking—
not just their labor—is critical to success. I propose changing this global 
symbol to one that reflects the minds and potential ideas that every worker 
in any part of the company can contribute toward continuous improve-
ment. How about a light bulb instead? Let’s focus on ideas and how they 
shed light on ways things can be improved!

Mura

Muda’s partner, mura, is briefly defined as inconsistency. Mura can be 
described as a situation where flow is not even and there is variability in 
how the process steps are synchronized with one another. Unbalanced 
workloads and uneven flow tie up valuable capacity in one or more steps. 
And that means that capacity that could have been used in another pro-
cess was lost—wasted.

During a recent visit to a component assembly plant in Mexico, our 
team noted that an unusually large number of people were needed to 
coordinate product demand information received from the customer. 
Based on our calculations, they were using about twice as many people 
as we would normally expect. Upon further analysis, we determined that 
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the software being used at the Mexico location was not up-to-date, and 
this created lots of manual handling and rehandling of information. In 
the end, the workload on the downstream side of the supply chain was 
unbalanced by a lack of technology.

Muri

The third musketeer of waste, muri, relates to overburdening a single step 
in a process. In a more practical sense, it deals with non-value-added activ-
ities that derive from doing unnecessary work. In the case of a production 
process: overproducing, overprocessing, or reprocessing. The workload is 
increased on the process step, but no new value is being added.

Dumping too much information, piling ideas on top of each other, 
and dragging up issues that are not to the point are typical examples 
where muri affects the communication process. In any type of communi-
cation that is meant to create clear meaning in everyone’s head, overbur-
dening with information may contribute to poor execution or incomplete 
assignments.

So what do mura and muri look like in communication terms? I 
always think of the time when one of our largest customers called the 
CEO directly with a complaint. The CEO immediately called in all the 
top brass to discuss the situation, make sure that everyone was aware of 
the problem, and determine what steps were needed across the organiza-
tion to stop the negative incidents once and for all.

We all showed up on time, laptops and cell phones in hand, eager to 
get things resolved. The discussion began, and the CEO methodically 
called on each director in turn to respond individually about how his or 
her area might have affected the situation.

Unfortunately, all the managers who did not have the floor at any 
given time were busily scrolling through e-mails or thumbing their cell 
phones, taking care of other urgent matters rather than listening atten-
tively to their peers. Any opportunity for collaboration, shared under-
standing, or brainstorming was lost—key connections and causality links 
were never made. Even though physically present in the same room, the 
leaders and their departments remained isolated, and no one could see 
how everyone was contributing to the customer’s problem.
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Mura happened when the managers were not aligned during the meet-
ing and, even more significantly, when they and their departments were 
not aligned in the way they interacted (or not) across the organization. As 
a result, the company and its customers had to suffer the consequences of 
processes and hand-offs not being executed consistently.

Eventually, a team of troubleshooters in the company kicked off a Five 
Whys analysis. Not surprisingly, a key root cause was the fact that there 
were too many urgent and important projects happening with looming 
deadlines. People were overwhelmed and overburdened—including the 
managers who brought their laptops to the CEO’s meeting.

A fine example of muri, wouldn’t you say?
At this point, as a lean practitioner or promoter, you should already be 

seeing opportunities to root out muda in your communication processes. Now 
that you have listened with lean ears and looked through lean lenses at how 
communication processes become clogged with muda, it’s time to explore ways 
to apply lean thinking and techniques to eliminate the conversational muck.

Hiding in Plain Sight: Value Stream Mapping

I confess, I have a weakness for watching police procedurals on TV. Put-
ting together the clues, testing hypotheses, and generally trying to outwit 
the bad guys scratches my problem-solving itch. I particularly like how 
the best of these TV shows have integrated serious science into their crime 
scene investigations.

One very popular tool for the investigators is a chemical solution 
called Luminol. When sprayed over an area that contains trace amounts 
of blood, Luminol reacts with the hemoglobin and emits a blue glow in a 
darkened room. Viola! what was invisible is now visible, and the authori-
ties can spring into action.

In my mind, lean thinking is a lot like Luminol—it reveals process 
problems that are hiding in plain sight, allowing lean practitioners to 
spring into action.

Value stream mapping (VSM) is an apt example of a lean tool that 
excels at bringing hidden problems to light. The use of VSM became 
quite popular thanks, in part, to the book Learning to See: Value Stream 
Mapping to Add Value and Eliminate Muda, by Mike Rother and John 
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Shook (2003). It describes in 
detail how you can use standard 
symbols to map out information 
and materials flows, and deter-
mine how value is being added, 
or not.

While working at a Tier 
2 automotive supplier, I was 
involved in a project to improve 
collaboration with a key cus-
tomer of ours. The perception 
on both sides was that too many 
orders were out of standard, 
which created two very costly 

situations: (1) a large number of delivery problems that affected the pro-
duction lines, and (2) the number of personnel on both sides that had to 
be available at all times to manage the situation.

Working in collaboration with our customer, we agreed that the first 
logical step was to draw a VSM to see where any waste might be lurking 
in our supply chain process. We covered a wall with chart paper, and 
kicked off the exercise with a joint team made up of lean practitioners, 
consultants, logistics staff, and operations personnel.

Pretty early in the mapping process, the source of the whole situation 
came to light as the lines and symbols for the signal sent to the supplier were 
drawn. As I recall, there were 16 different signals being sent to us by the 
customer for the same demand. Requests came flooding in via e-mails, 
spreadsheets, web-based platforms, phone calls, and even snail-mail. All 
these signals created duplication, confusion, overprocessing of information, 
unnecessary changeovers, excess inventory—well, you get the picture.

Remember, a lean manufac-
turing process or a service does 
not start on its own. It is initi-
ated and driven by a signal from 
the customer. In this case, too 
many signals from the customer 

created muda from the beginning—the production processes stood no 

A lean manufacturing process 
or a service does not start on its 
own. It is initiated and driven 
by a signal from the customer.

Lean Lingo

Value stream mapping is a lean 
tool that employs a flow diagram 
documenting in high detail every 
step of a process. Many lean 
practitioners see value stream 
mapping as the fundamental tool 
to identify waste, reduce process 
cycle times, and implement pro-
cess improvement.

—ASQ.org
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chance of succeeding. But until the incoming signal stream was analyzed 
via VSM, the production group took the blame for being the root cause 
of the delivery issues.

From a communication process perspective, the real solution has to 
start on the customer side. Why did they need 16 different signals? What 
is the best way for the idea in a customer’s mind to be transmitted clearly 
and accurately to all the other stakeholders in order for the correct action 
to happen?

All of this needs to be solved before attempting to resolve any down-
stream issues. It might even make sense to create a rating and metric for 
the accuracy and clarity of the signal being received, and how it aligns 
with the actual performance and execution to the expected demand.

My fundamental premise is that for adequate execution to occur, orga-
nizations need clean, lean communication processes happening between 
people at every level and in every link of the supply chain. As you will see, 
VSM is just the first of many powerful lean tools that have the potential 
to help you achieve efficient, effective communication.

Lean Lingo

Five S programs comprise a series of activities for eliminating wastes 
that contribute to errors, defects, and injuries:

•	 Sort or Seiri—sort through items and keep only what is 
needed (dispose of the rest) 

•	 Straighten or Seiton—“A place for everything and 
everything in its place”

•	 Shine or Seiso—cleaning as a form of inspection that 
exposes abnormal and prefailure conditions that could 
hurt quality

•	 Standardize or Seiketsu—develop systems and proce-
dures to maintain the first three Ss

•	 Sustain or Shitsuke—maintain the now-stabilized 
workplace through an ongoing process of continuous 
improvement
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Now that value stream mapping has highlighted where value is being 
added in your communication processes, it is time to ruthlessly eliminate any 
muda that has been revealed. That brings us to the next essential lean disci-
pline: The famous Five S’s.

It Is All About Flow: Five S

In 2004, I had an opportunity to meet Mr. Masaki Imai, the world- 
famous author of Kaizen and Gemba Kaizen. In our chat, he asked me if 
I knew and understood the lean concept of Five S, to which I modestly 
replied, “Yes, of course! Setting things in order and keeping things clean.”

Mr. Imai rolled his eyes, shook his head, and with a laugh responded, 
“No, no, no—you guys just don’t get it. It is all about seeing the flow … 
and making it shorter.”

Now that we agree that communication is a process, we can also agree 
that it has a flow. We can further agree that in most work environments, 
even lean ones, nobody addresses communication issues from a process 
perspective. It certainly is not taught in schools that way, either. So it is 
up to us, the bold advocates of lean concepts, to bring process thinking 
to the realm of human-to-human communication and try to improve the 
process so that we can have a more efficient workplace.

The concept of flow is a key element of the lean mindset, a fundamen-
tal recipe for making production processes as efficient as possible. Also, 
flow helps us see things that would otherwise be hidden. As the eye grows 
accustomed to the way things move in a regular way, anything irregular 
sticks out like a sore thumb—just part of the beauty of this elegant system 
and philosophy of Five S.

The Five S methodology incorporates five specific concepts that orig-
inally were intended for shop floor and manufacturing activities with the 
idea of reducing the clutter in the environment so that things could be 
actually observed and orderly to determine their relevance and need.

Sort or Seiri

The first S is called Sort in English; the Japanese call it Seiri. Whatever 
you call it, S #1 is all about separating the necessary from the unnecessary. 
Keeping only what is essential, and adds value to the work being done. 
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Anything that is not needed and does not add value to the process at hand 
should be discarded or removed.

Seiri begins with observation—putting on your lean lenses and look-
ing closely, so you can bring to the surface those things that previously 
were not seen, yet were somehow creating waste. At a workstation, this 
could be wasted space taken up by an unused item, or perhaps the waste 
of creating an opportunity for an operator to use nonstandard, outdated 
items and thereby conceiving quality issues.

So How Can We Apply This Concept to the Process of 
Communication?

Remember Shelby the Sender and Robin the Receiver (see Chapter 2)? 
Communication is effective and adds value when the resulting idea in 
the receiver’s mind matches the original idea created in the mind of the 
sender. The shared idea creates alignment, and any resulting actions and 
execution by the receiver(s) should meet the expectations of the sender—
no variance! Seiri suggests several approaches that the sender and receiver 
can use to maximize the matching:

•	 Keep to the issue
•	 Sort out the noise
•	 Sort the urgent from the important
•	 Uncover underlying assumptions and opinions
•	 Root out deletions, distortions, and generalizations
•	 Set aside authority and hierarchy

Keep to the Issue

If we define issue as being the “task at hand,” then we can agree that any-
thing in the communication process that we identify as “not needed to 
achieve the task at hand” should be removed.

Seiri keeps us focused on the issue, so we can recognize any deviation 
from it in a conversation or other communication and get back on track. 
This avoids wasted time and discussions not related to what the commu-
nication should be about. Something as simple as jotting down side issues 
and deferring discussion on them until later can help keep everyone on 
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topic. (You may have seen professional facilitators use this trick, often 
called a Parking Lot, to keep sessions on track.)

Sort Out the Noise

As the earlier muda examples have shown, communication attempts can 
contain non-value-add junk that interferes with the effective transmission 
and reception of the message. Communication experts refer to anything 
that blocks successful communication as noise. Here are some typical 
examples of noise to eliminate:

•	 Physical noise or external noise—environmental distractions, 
such as poorly heated rooms, startling sounds, distracting 
graphics, loud sounds or music, or someone talking near you.

•	 Physiological noise—biological influences that distract you 
from communicating competently, such as feeling sick, being 
exhausted, being really hungry, or being in pain.

•	 Psychological noise—preconceptions, biases, and assumptions, 
such as thinking that someone who speaks with a Southern 
accent is dumb, or that someone from a foreign country who 
cannot speak English well needs for you to speak loudly and 
slowly to them.

•	 Semantic noise—word choices that are confusing and distract-
ing, such as using jargon or unnecessarily showing off a large 
vocabulary. Similarly, using compound or complex, convo-
luted sentences, or odd syntax also create confusion.

Sort the Urgent from the Important

In his Habit #3, “Put First Things First” from The 7 Habits of Highly Effec-
tive People (1989), Stephen R. Covey masterfully explores the challenge 
we all face in prioritizing our energy and time. Should I focus on the 
urgent items that are clamoring for my attention right now? Or should I 
invest in those things that have deeper, long-term value, but do not nec-
essarily have to be addressed at the moment?
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In struggling with this dilemma, Seiri can be a powerful ally. Try-
ing to tackle too many issues at once creates an opportunity for muri. 
Things tend to go unresolved for long periods of time because resources 
might be focused on different tasks, all of which are, in fact, important. 
Urgent matters might also suffer from a lack of proper analysis and solu-
tion because of the crunch for time and a similar dispersion of resources.

Aligning your resources can improve the process of taking care of 
issues when the urgent is sorted from the important, and more clear com-
munication is provided to all stakeholders, insofar as expected due dates, 
critical paths, and so forth.

Uncover Underlying Assumptions and Opinions

The 21st century workplace routinely throws together people from dif-
ferent cities, countries, education, generations, and backgrounds. People 
bringing diverse cultures and experiences to the table also tend to bring 
with them assumptions through which they think and operate. This 
makes it difficult to communicate and obtain shared meaning, because 
each discussion involves a hodge-podge of different assumptions and 
opinions.

Because many of those opinions are ingrained in our experiences 
and are fundamental to the way we think as individuals, we are often 
not aware of the effect they have in dialogue with others, who also listen 
and talk through the filters of their assumptions. Because the assump-
tions or opinions are deeply embedded in our minds, we tend to defend 
them without even questioning them. When you’ve got multiple people 
operating from diverse assumptions, judgments and misunderstandings 
between team members are almost inevitable.

Seiri in this context can be used to challenge a team and its members 
to recognize and bring to the surface all the underlying, unquestioned 
assumptions that are filtering both inbound and outbound communi-
cations. The initial goal is not to discredit or judge the assumptions, but 
simply to take an inventory of them.

As the process continues, each assumption can be compared with 
observable data and factual information to determine whether or not it 
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is valid. By approaching underlying assumptions and opinions in this 
way, participants tend to be more open to sharing opinions without being 
defensive and creating animosity. This opens up the possibility of truly lis-
tening to others and understanding their frame of mind and point of view.

Another form of assumption is a simplistic faith that people, pro-
cesses, and technology always work the way they are supposed to. Remem-
ber the Airbus A380 debacle? One article noted, “In theory, the fact that 
the design centers were sharing their drawings meant that the electri-
cal system designed in Germany would be compatible with the airframe 
components designed in France” (Goatham and Henry 2013).

The operative word here is theory. That assumption proved to be 
incorrect and very costly.

All too often, things are different in practice. Sorting out these dis-
connects is not difficult, but it does require attention and a willingness 
to perform reality checks regularly. Ask your colleagues for confirmation. 
Test your processes and technologies to know how they really work. As 
Ronald Reagan famously said, “Trust, but verify.”

Root Out Deletion, Distortion, and Generalization

With Seiri in mind as your tool, you can stay alert at all times during 
group interactions and try to bring to the surface any deletions, distor-
tions, and generalizations that might be confusing communications and 
thwarting alignments. Each of these three meaning-warpers can contrib-
ute to miscommunication and have a negative effect on the shared mean-
ing we are trying to achieve.

Deletion

Sometimes it’s what is not there that creates the problems. For example, 
several years ago, my company agreed to help a new client deliver a mis-
sion-critical project. We and they were confident that we were experts 
who could pull off this implementation without a hitch. We hired some 
new engineers, trained them on our standard work process, and got them 
started on the project.



	 CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT OF THE COMMUNICATION PROCESS	 45

A few weeks into the implementation, our CEO got a frantic call 
from our client’s top brass, screaming that the new engineers were incom-
petent and had no idea what they were doing. What happened to our 
alleged expertise and ability to implement?

As it turned out, although lean had been widely implemented on our 
shop floor, some of the product know-how and “secret formulas” were not 
baked into the standard work documentation. For whatever reasons, the 
engineers who had originally set up the process failed to fully document 
the details, and when they left the company, they took their institutional 
knowledge with them, leaving us and our clients in the lurch. Critical 
information had been left out—deleted.

When specific details or data are omitted—deliberately or not—from 
a conversation or presentation, such deletions have a potentially dire 
influence on the outcome and action that the team will undertake. If 
deletions can be uncovered and labeled as such during the communica-
tion process, those gaps can be addressed and the process corrected before 
confusion or failure occur.

Waste can be expected wherever decisions are made and actions are 
taken as a result of a team dialogue where details have been deleted or 
omitted. This incomplete exchange of ideas can result in unexpected costs 
and are a prime opportunity for the use of Seiri in identifying a potential 
cause for muda.

When we conducted root cause analysis sessions about the lost insti-
tutional knowledge issue, we recognized that it was vital to have all of the 
functional areas represented in the meetings. Every session demonstrated 
anew that the engineers saw things one way while the operators saw 
things differently. Each group deleted facts based on their specific point of 
view. Some things were so obvious to them that they never realized those 
details were worth mentioning, which, naturally, left anyone from outside 
the group with a gap in their understanding. The complete, true situation 
could be constructed only when all the participants provided their com-
prehensive version, with all assumptions noted.

I recently took a three-day Operational Excellence workshop pre-
sented at Performance Solutions by Milliken. One central part of their 
philosophy relates to our point about deletion. It is called Zero-Loss 
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Thinking,2 which asserts that typical budgetary approaches allow some 
wastes and take them for granted.

Zero-Loss Thinking creates an environment where nothing is taken 
for granted; instead, everything must be considered an opportunity for 
improvement. It challenges the team to view things from what is possible 
and not from what exists. It highlights the total of the losses. This method-
ology sets off a different process improvement direction that considers not 
only the traditional wastes, but also any possible waste that was previously 
deleted from the scope.

Distortion

The case for distortion is similar to the case for deletion, and can also hap-
pen deliberately or not. Distortion in communication takes many forms 
and can appear any time people are trying to convey messages and achieve 
agreements. Need to see some examples? The next time you tune in to 
dueling political commentators chewing over any polarizing issues, be on 
the lookout for these classic distortion techniques:

•	 Selective use of facts—presenting only the facts that my side 
agrees with while ignoring any that disagree or offer an alter-
native perspective

•	 Oversimplification—streamlining complex issues so much 
that critical nuances are lost; sometimes takes the form of 
using an incomplete analogy or a vague metaphor to help 
neophytes grasp the essence of a multidimensional situation 
without ever going back to fill in the details

•	 Unequal attention—paying extra attention to issues my side 
cares about while shortchanging other, objectively equal issues

•	 Ad hominem—attacking people or personalities on irrelevant 
points instead of addressing the real issues at hand

2  To learn more about Zero-Loss Thinking, read http://www.performance 
solutionsbymilliken.com/en-us/Documents/The-Systematic-Approach-to-
Operational-Excellence.pdf
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•	 Misleading statistics—using data and results of quantitative 
analysis without fully understanding them or confirming their 
validity

Distortions in the workplace are probably less blatant and can cer-
tainly creep in without malicious intent; however, they are still potentially 
harmful.

Careful review and preparation of information, in addition to the use 
of Seiri to detect the opportunity of distorted details, will be very useful 
in avoiding potential muda. Every team member should feel comfortable, 
even encouraged, to respectfully challenge details during any conversa-
tion, with the goal of identifying and avoiding unwanted costs associated 
with distortion in all its forms.

Generalizations

The great 18th-century poet William Blake might have been exaggerating 
a trifle when he said, “To generalize is to be an idiot.” But there is no 
doubt that relying on generalizations can be risky. The danger of gener-
alizing in today’s complex workplace, of course, is that we might make 
big decisions or form important opinions based on a limited number 
of examples. Examples that may or may not actually be germane to the 
issue. A generalization can lead to waste when it slips into the information 
exchange without being identified as such. It can affect the outcome of a 
process in a negative way, where critical details are not considered and a 
unique situation might be misconstrued as a general one.

On a more personal level, generalizations can throw up barriers 
between people rather than build bridges. I vividly remember having to 
do damage control on the relationship between Alex, the Logistics man-
ager at my assembly facility in Mexico, and the finance manager at our 
headquarters in the United States. Alex received a call from the finance 
manager about a procedural error with some report. It seems that the 
finance manager made a big point of insisting that “you guys down there 
[i.e., every manager in the Mexican location] always do this wrong!” Alex 
did not take kindly to that generalization. It felt more like an accusation, 
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with a tone that implied “us versus them,” “losers,” and “can’t get any-
thing right.” In your conversations, sort out any words that generalize in 
absolutes, such as always and never. And be sure you know exactly who 
you guys are before you speak, lest you suggest meanings that might be 
received in a negative way.

As you look for deletions, distortions, and generalizations, remember 
to look beyond just the local, internal problem areas, and consider that 
these issues can infest communication processes at every level, up to and 
including global supply chains. The big picture deletions, distortions, and 
generalizations should be sorted out in a way that enables everyone to 
better find and remove the waste.

Members of Alcoholics Anonymous are frequently reminded that one 
must accept and acknowledge that he or she is an alcoholic. Only then 
can change and healing begin. In our case, the first step is accepting that 
the current communication processes across the supply chain may not be 
the best, and that there is waste present that needs be reduced or removed. 
Seiri can help you sort those out and separate them from the meat of the 
message that you are trying to convey.

Set Aside Hierarchy and Authority

Picture yourself in a big meeting where a mix of managers, directors, 
and even VPs are all there together, listening to a presentation about a 
vital issue your company needs to address. Finally, after laying out several 
courses of action, the presenter says, “Okay, now that you’ve heard the 
options, what do you think?”

The room falls silent and everybody stares at the notes in their lap, 
studiously avoiding making eye contact with the presenter. “What are 
they all waiting for?” you may think.

They are waiting for the HiPPO—the highest paid person’s opinion.
All too often, organizations let job title, hierarchical position, and 

authority dominate the communication process. If the goal of our com-
munication effort is to ensure that everyone at every level shares the clear-
est, most reliable information without assumptions, preconditions, and 
pressures, then everyone needs to share equally in sorting out the necessary 
from the unnecessary, the truth from the assumptions. This means that 
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leaders have to make it safe for all players, regardless of title or tenure, to 
ask hard questions and separate the wheat from the chaff.

In Summary

As you gear up to address your own organization’s conversations, remem-
ber to use Seiri to sort the necessary from the unnecessary by:

•	 Keeping to the issue;
•	 Sorting out the noise;
•	 Sorting the urgent from the important;
•	 Uncovering underlying assumptions and opinions;
•	 Rooting out deletions, distortions, and generalizations; and
•	 Setting aside authority and hierarchy.

Our next stop on the Five S tour is Seiton—set in order.

Set in Order or Seiton

Did you know that the lean 
concept of Seiton was popular-
ized by an American minister 
in the early 1800s and was the 
topic of books of that era tar-
geting sailors and homemakers? 
Of course back then, the con-
cept was communicated as “a 
place for everything, and everything in its place.”

Regardless of who thought of it first, Seiton is another lean tool that 
makes a seamless transition into the new challenge of improving the pro-
ductivity and effectiveness of our communication processes.

On the shop floor, setting things in order means organizing the work 
area so that everything needed for adding value in a production opera-
tion is always in the same place, as close as possible to where it is actually 
used, and clearly labeled. Conversely, anything that does not add value is 
moved away from the work area.

Knowledge workers need to 
have their information resources 
at their fingertips just as surely 
as assembly line workers need 
their air wrenches and shop rags 
within easy reach.
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In much the same way, setting things in order for effective communi-
cation means organizing the work day so that time, attention, and energy 
are all focused on adding value for the customer. We can use this second 
step of the Five S system to drive awareness and focus on value-added 
discussions and dialogues. If you see any communication component that 
does not add value, you should tag it, bag it, and drag it away!

Let’s consider five ways you can set things in order for successful 
communication:

•	 Focus on the customer
•	 Manage intellectual capital
•	 Set a tone of curiosity and discovery
•	 Facilitate functional interdependence
•	 Clarify how decisions are made

Focus on the Customer

People form companies to serve customers by providing them with prod-
ucts and services to fulfill their needs. Savvy lean leaders know that every-
thing their business does begins and ends with:

•	 Understanding what customers want, need, and value—what 
will thrill them;

•	 Knowing how the business satisfies the customer; and
•	 Improving the effectiveness of how the business satisfies the 

customer.3

Whether interactions occur within the organization or with entities 
outside of the organization, communication adds value to the degree 
that it moves the company forward toward delivering what the customer 
needs and wants. Deviating from this original intent often leads to mis-
understandings and a greater focus on internal politics and personal prob-
lems, which definitely add no value. In settings where cross-cultural issues 

3  Lean leader bullets quoted from http://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/
lean-for-dummies-cheat-sheet.html
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frequently create misunderstandings, redirecting attention to the custom-
er’s needs helps everyone rise above any petty squabbling.

This is a good time to pause and remember that your efforts to focus 
on the customer must not overlook your internal customers. Anyone, 
inside or outside the company, who receives the results of your work is 
your customer. Internal customers are colleagues who deserve our best 
efforts at ensuring they receive complete, accurate, and clear details as 
participants in a supply chain of information.

Consider this example of non-value-added communication from my 
days at our lock and hardware plant. A key customer was waiting for us 
to ramp up production on a new part. At one point, we needed to build 
some samples to use as prototypes for a mock lean production line.

Carlos, the engineer in charge, was quite ambiguous in his instructions 
to the operators. Instead of providing them with written specifications or 
detailed drawings of the parts, he just gave them vague statements on how 
the parts should look and how they were going to be used by the customer.

The operators were irked and frustrated. Rather than adding value 
for the customer by creating useful prototypes, their time, materials, and 
patience were wasted on trying to guess what Carlos had in mind. They 
were not able to perform because they did not have enough information.

Needless to say, the resulting parts were not usable, and I had to step 
in to provide the operators with usable plans. The end customer was not 
pleased because so much time was lost to rework. And I certainly was not 
pleased on any level—lack of effective communication resulted in a hit to 
our bottom line.

Your customers—internal and external—are always the final judge of 
whether your product satisfies them 100 percent. Clearly, Carlos’s inade-
quate communication attempts did not add value for anyone. Set things 
in order—make it all about your customer and how you are adding value 
for them!

Manage Your Intellectual Capital

We have talked about communication being the process by which human 
beings share ideas with each other—how they exchange meaning and 
messages, and how they establish agreements. This accumulated body 
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of meanings and messages and agreements might be called knowledge. 
It might even be termed intellectual capital, as explained at length in 
Thomas A. Stewart’s book, Intellectual Capital: The New Wealth of Nations 
(1999). According to Stewart:

Every organization houses valuable intellectual materials in the 
form of assets and resources, tacit and explicit perspectives, and 
capabilities, data, information, knowledge, and maybe wisdom.

Where would you find your organization’s intellectual capital? Well, 
some of it is in the minds of the people who work there—human capital. 
Some of it resides in the structures of the organization, like documents, 
processes, computer systems, training programs, and such—structural 
capital. And your customers and your relationships and reputation with 
them are also considered intellectual capital.

Think for a moment about how you would find the answer to a cus-
tomer’s question if it wasn’t something you knew off the top of your head. 
Do you see yourself pawing through piles of papers, flailing through file 
folders, or tensely typing search words into your intranet or database 
system? Would you wander through the building, asking experts on the 
hoof? And once you find what you think the answer is, how can you be 
sure? Is this the most correct, current, and complete info?

If that accurately describes your situation, your intellectual capital clearly 
needs a thorough overhaul to set it in order. Knowledge workers need to 
have their information resources at their fingertips just as surely as assembly 
line workers need their air wrenches and shop rags within easy reach.

Remember, too, that we have defined communication conversa-
tions to include every channel, not just individuals talking face to face.  
Conversations can take place over vast spans of time or distance as ideas are 
exchanged via scrolls, books, electronic knowledge management systems, 
and whatever comes next.

To implement Seiton fully is to set in order all information, no mat-
ter where and how it is stored, and to ensure that all individuals have 
access to what they need. Training classes, documents, and databases are 
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all structural capital that adds value by making sure everyone in the value 
chain knows what they need to know.

Some companies even implement central document control systems 
or knowledge management systems. Whether manual or automated, these 
systems are intended to keep the most current, correct, and complete 
information readily accessible, while also managing archives of obsolete 
information, in case it is ever needed for lessons-learned or historical per-
spective. Of course, any such system is only as good as the processes used 
to maintain it and the people who manage it.

Adopting a good Seiton mindset for information storage and flow 
will help keep non-value-add situations away from your intellectual 
capital.

Set a Tone of Curiosity and Discovery

To foster lean communication, leaders must establish an environment 
of trust, a culture where curiosity and discovery are promoted as useful 
tools for illuminating problems and finding solutions—both of which 
add enormous value.

This tone of welcoming curiosity and creativity in communication 
leads to a self-fulfilling cycle of collaboration and cooperation among all 
stakeholders inside and outside of the organization. More people begin to 
participate, and fewer keep silent out of fear. Chastising, criticizing, and 
punishing people for sounding dumb is certainly a non-value-add activity, 
and by this point should have been taken care of via the Seiri phase by 
finding and removing such behavior.

Here’s a practical step to get you started. At the start of a meeting or 
discussion, state that bringing in new ideas and asking thought-provoking 
questions is encouraged, no matter how far out they might seem. You 
will probably find that you end up with more ideas, and that those ideas 
are more innovative. You now have more possibilities that you can push 
through the familiar plan-do-check-act (PDCA) cycle (see section “The 
Best-Laid Plans: Kaizen or PDCA” in this chapter) to test objectively, 
refine, and eventually build upon.
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Facilitate Functional Interdependence

An effective and efficient organizational structure is one where value is 
added with every interaction that happens between the various functional 
areas and departments. Do handoffs in your organization reliably add 
value, or do critical messages and actions get lost while trying to navigate 
the gaps between silos?

Seiton tells us to set in order the way in which these interactions actu-
ally take place by having a reliable, repeatable process for managing inter-
dependencies. Each team, department, division, or supplier must have 
a crystal clear understanding of its own mission, vision, and principles. 
And they must further understand how they and their mission, vision, 
or principles link up with all the other entities cross-organizationally to 
the benefit of the customer. Ultimately, the goal (and the challenge) is to 
align expectations along the entire length of the supply chain, with every 
handoff—internal and external—adding value. Anything less, and you 
are simply driving waste into the communication processes.

Clarify How Decisions Are Made

Getting to a decision is often a process with numerous non-value-added 
steps. Just the wait-time added by review and approval steps adds mucho 
muda. Does your organization have agreed-upon, well-documented 
guidelines for who is responsible for making which decisions, what pro-
cesses should be used, who should participate, and what inputs will be 

relevant to getting to a decision?

When decision making is set 
in order, guiding principles are 
established and taught to every 
associate, creating a value-added 
route for questions to follow. For 
example, implementing a basic 
RACI matrix4 can go a long way 

4  For more about RACI matrices, read http://asq.org/service/body-of-knowledge/ 
tools-RASIC-RACI

Lean Lingo

RACI matrix: Specifies for 
various decisions which indi-
viduals or entities are responsi-
ble, accountable, consulted, or 
informed.
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toward making sure that all the right people and only the right people are 
pulled into the decision path.

In Summary

As you have seen, the second S can be a potent prescription for bringing 
order to the chaos of some communication processes. Bring your lean 
expertise into play to set things in order by:

•	 Focusing on the customer;
•	 Managing intellectual capital;
•	 Setting a tone of curiosity and discovery;
•	 Facilitating functional interdependence; and
•	 Clarifying how decisions are made.

You’ve sorted. You’ve set in order. Now is your chance to shine!

Shine or Seiso

Seiso shines the lean spotlight on the need to keep things clean. One of 
my colleagues told me about her first experience seeing Seiso in action:

On a visit to the Columbus, Ohio area in the mid-1980s, my husband 
and I had an opportunity to tour the headquarters of TruSports 
Racing, home of Indianapolis 500 Champion Bobby Rahal and 
his team. The tour group walked through the office building and 
admired the jam-packed trophy room. Then we were invited to 
step into the garage area.

Now, I’ve spent some time around the local gas station garage, so I 
expected to see the usual grungy walls and greasy floor, with every 
surface covered in a layer of oil, dust, and goodness-knows-what, 
along with workbenches and rolling tool chests cluttered with 
sockets, screw drivers, wrenches, and rags.

I was completely blown away when I stepped through the garage door 
into a spotless, spacious work area that literally shined with stainless 
steel cabinets, an immaculate polished floor, gigantic windows, and 
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blazing overhead lights. It looked like an operating room for race 
cars. And indeed, that’s what it was.

The crew chief and all the mechanics were fully committed to seiso, 
whether they knew it by that name that or not. And it makes sense. 
Even then, Indy-style race cars were just low-flying airplanes, with 
every mechanical part honed to the tightest of tolerances for maxi-
mum performance. One speck of dust in the wrong place, and your 
race day could end abruptly, even tragically.

Is your communication process honed for maximum performance?
As you know from bringing Seiso into your own shop, a clean work 

area is essential for any production process to be efficient. First, a dirty area 
conveys, in a non-verbal way, an absence of control, commitment, and 
caring. Further, a lack of cleanliness can create production shut-downs, 
quality problems, and, worst of all, accidents that can injure people.

Cleaning up a work area dramatically reveals the true surfaces and 
state of the equipment, allowing you to identify and address potential 
points of failure before they create big problems. And cleaning does not 
mean just dusting off things and removing excess lubricants or dirt from 
machinery and equipment.

Cleaning implies leaving things as they were before you started the 
process. This is the context we will use for analyzing how Seiso can be use-
ful in burnishing our communication processes. For our purposes, Seiso 
in communication includes three components:

•	 Restore things to their original state
•	 Build rapport
•	 Clarify the issues

Restore Things to Their Original State

When my children were young, they were not thrilled about doing their 
kitchen chores. “Why do we have to wash and dry the dishes and put 
them in the cabinet every single night, Dad?” they whined. “Because if 
you leave them dirty,” I replied, “What are you going to put your food on 
for the next meal?”
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The logic of restoring  
things to their original state is 
supremely clear in the kitchen. 
So why not extend that rea-
soning to the boardroom?

A meeting is over and the 
conversation has ended. Now 
things need to be restored to 
their original state, and I’m 
not just talking about the 
chairs and the coffee cups.

If a meeting has generated a certain amount of misunderstanding or 
ill-feeling among team members, and it ends without anyone cleaning up 
the mess left behind, the effectiveness of the communication from that 
meeting and in future interactions may be quite low.

Restoring to the original state means clearly summarizing the what, 
where, when, who, why, and how, and reflecting back for confirmation 
until clarity is absolute for all. It also means that when personal issues 
arise during the communication process, they must be promptly and 
appropriately addressed. Leaving a breach of trust or an insult unrepaired 
is like leaving an open wound unattended. Things will fester, creating 
problems now and in the future. Misunderstandings can linger for a long 
time, and the friction they cause is simply non-value-added waste.

Apology and clarification serve here as good practices of Seiso in 
the communication process. Apologies can be quite powerful. The 
United Nations website actually has a page devoted to how to offer and 
how to receive apologies appropriately. As noted there, “An apology 
can show strength of character, demonstrate emotional competence, 
and reaffirm that both parties share values in their relationship they 
want to commit to.”5

Once something has been said or conveyed outright, the message has 
been noted and received by someone. There is no going back. The only 
thing to be done is to clarify or apologize. In this sense, this is a corrective 

5  To read more about apologies, go to https://www.un.org/en/ombudsman/
apologies.shtml

[A]n apology can show strength of 
character, demonstrate emotional 
competence, and reaffirm that both 
parties share values in their relation-
ship they want to commit to.

— United Nations: Ombudsman 
& Meditation Services, “The Power 
of Apologies” (https://www.un.org/

en/ombudsman/apologies.shtml)
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action to return things to a more positive state. It is also a preventative 
action that should fend off any further negative consequences. Finally, it 
is also a great opportunity to understand what went wrong in this process 
and apply it as a lessons-learned in future interactions.

Build Rapport

For mechanical devices, grit in the gears is a serious problem, because of 
the friction and damage it creates where the gears engage. People, too, 
can experience friction as they try to engage with each other. Seiso for 
interpersonal relationships is all about cleaning out any points of fric-
tion and misunderstanding, so that the parties involved can begin to 
build rapport.

Building rapport is a pro-
cess—typically an iterative one 
that involves listening, learning, 
and engaging, not unlike lean’s 
familiar PDCA cycle.

Rapport is also a state where 
two or more individuals have 
achieved significant trust, har-
mony, and sensitivity to each 

other’s thoughts and feelings. Typically, people who share rapport deeply 
understand each other and can have very effective conversations. They 
rarely suffer from variance as they exchange information back and forth, 
and when variances do occur, they are comfortable with raising and 
resolving the issue. Once reached, rapport builds on itself and creates 
ever-deepening trust and commitment. It’s the ideal basis for an effective 
team.

In the best lean teams, everyone is responsible for maintaining Seiso. 
Rather than perceiving clean-up tasks as low-value, low-status work, these 
activities are appreciated as an essential part of keeping the entire enter-
prise humming and the customers delighted. When all hands pitch in to 
bring on the shine, the sense of working as a team to complete an overall 
objective is enhanced. Likewise, as noted earlier, everyone involved in a 
communication process should feel proud to contribute to pointing out 
and eliminating any grit in the gears they find.

Rapport—a close and harmo-
nious relationship in which the 
people or groups concerned 
understand each other’s feelings 
or ideas and communicate well; 
relation marked by harmony, 
conformity, accord, or affinity.
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Clarify the Issues

Have you ever been listening to someone chatter on and on about a sit-
uation and muttered to yourself, “Well, that’s about as clear as mud.” 
Sometimes ideas become encrusted with unnecessary layers of meaning. 
Unneeded complexity creeps in. Unfamiliar terminology disguises a per-
fectly obvious point. And the conversation goes in circles without ever 
conveying clear meaning.

Just as lean experts clean an assembly line, you can remove the mud 
(and muda) from the surface of a conversation by being attentive, asking 
good questions, and using feedback loops to confirm understanding. In 
a well-shined conversation, each participant strives to clearly state the 
points that are being discussed. Seiso also implies stating clearly what the 
point is not. When everyone has absolute clarity about the issues being 
considered, the conversation can flow briskly from Point A to Point B 
without wandering and wasting valuable time.

Do you remember my colleague and her team member, Pat? Here 
is a story that highlights the need to clarify issues and remove semantic 
roadblocks:

Pat and I worked together on an ad hoc Process Improvement Team 
(PIT) with folks from a different division, trying to standardize our 
project management processes. We were getting very close to an 
agreement.

One Tuesday, we were scheduled to have a meeting. I couldn’t attend, 
but I was confident that Pat could handle things and wrap up the 
PIT. When we got together later that afternoon, I asked her how 
things turned out. “Oh, it was awful!” she said. “Discussions broke 
down completely. We may have to start all over.”

The next day, I called an emergency meeting of the PIT to see what 
went wrong. After we assembled, I asked Harper, from the other 
division, to bring me up to date on the problem.

“Well, we believe strongly that we need to have project templates, but 
you guys keep saying we need to use boilerplates. We argued about 
it for 45 minutes yesterday.”

“Pat, is that true?”
“Yes, it is. Everything I’ve read stresses that having boilerplates is 

essential, and I believe we need to go that route.”
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“So, Harper—can you tell me what a template is?”
“Sure! It’s a robust reusable work breakdown structure that can be 

customized for individual projects.”
“Okay, Pat. Now tell me what a boilerplate is.”
“Um … it’s a robust reusable work breakdown structure that can be 

customized for individual projects.”
We wrapped things up pretty quickly after that!

Consider all the muda that was generated because nobody asked the 
right questions to clean up the misunderstanding created by a simple 
semantic difference.

By stating clearly what you mean, defining the real purpose of discus-
sion, and staying focused on it, any underlying agendas, individual goals, 
and confusions can be removed from the conversation just as you would 
scrub away dirt and unwanted debris from a workbench.

In Summary

Just to be perfectly clear, remember these steps when you use the power 
of lean as the super solvent for shining your communication processes:

•	 Restore things to their original state
•	 Build rapport
•	 Clarify the issues

By this point, you’ve made great strides toward mucking out the muda 
from your conversations. As always on the Five S pilgrimage, the next 
stop is Seiketsu—develop systems and procedures to maintain the first 
three Ss.

Standardize or Seiketsu

Long before the Toyota Production System came into being, Henry Ford 
recognized the value of standardization in manufacturing. All Model T’s 
were identical, made of interchangeable parts, and available “in any color 
you like, as long as it’s black.” Then, as now, a standard process allowed 
greater productivity, quality, and consistency.
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Today’s lean manufacturing disciples call it Seiketsu, and they have 
taken the essence of standardization to an exponentially higher level. Still, 
the basics remain the same: A production process is set up with clear steps 
and instructions showing how to perform each operation in a way that 
ensures a repeatable, specific outcome. As each iteration of the process 
yields its output, the output then is compared to an explicit, measurable 
model that defines the ideal expected output; that is, the standard.

Seiketsu typically focuses on standardizing the Five S process, but 
expanding our use of Seiketsu is also essential. Obtaining universal agree-
ment on the standard creates a benchmark to which you can always return 
whenever you need to confirm, calibrate, and set the next bar for contin-
uous improvement.

When an organization makes sure that every process step is executed 
the same way under similar conditions every time, its outputs are much 
more likely to conform to the standard the majority of the time. As a 
lean practitioner, you routinely verify that outputs meet the standard, and 
when they do not, you address the variance appropriately. Sometimes that 
means improving the process. Sometimes it even means adopting a new 
standard. All of this is part and parcel of the classic Five S system and the 
PDCA cycle of continuous improvement we know and love.

Although it may initially sound odd, Seiketsu can be applied to com-
munication processes in at least three ways:

•	 Choose a common language
•	 Check for variance
•	 Establish clear agreements

Choose a Common Language

Your best chance of achieving consistent communication success comes 
from conversing with your audiences—especially customers—in their 
preferred language, using familiar words that they can relate to easily. I’m 
not just talking about English versus Farsi versus Japanese. I’m also not 
talking about jargons, acronyms, and buzzwords that sometimes build 
barriers rather than transmit ideas.
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In today’s global, multicul-
tural organizations, choosing the 
right base language is critical to 
success. Very often, English is 
the language of choice. And it 
is a great choice in some ways, 
because it is a syntactically flexi-
ble language, rich with synonyms 
and a vibrant, ever-expanding 
vocabulary. Those same charac-

teristics make it a real bear6 to master when English is not your native 
tongue. As we saw earlier, choosing English as a shared working language 
did not necessarily work all that well for the Airbus A380 team.

In the old days, IBM required its technical writers to compose man-
uals using only terms from a restricted list of English words, and then 
made sure that all members of their support staff in every country around 
the globe were fully trained in that limited vocabulary. If you are part of 
an international team, you might borrow that idea and create a standard 
project glossary for all to share. I’ve even known businesses to maintain a 
corporate glossary to help associates and other stakeholders decode acro-
nyms, learn proprietary system names, and so forth, even when everyone 
spoke the same native language.

Beyond the basic challenge of 
sharing a common surface-level 
definition for words, languages 
also reflect the cultures in which 
they evolved. For example, one 
reason this book exists is because 
I believe that lean practitioners 

who share a common language and philosophy are uniquely positioned 
to lead change in our organizations with a goal of achieving more effective 
communication.

6  Bear? Furry mammal of the family Ursidae? To carry? To tolerate? Metaphor for 
something tough to manage? Naked? (No, that’s bare).

Lean Lingo

Standard—the explicit, measur-
able model that defines the ideal 
expected output

When my associates and I studied 
Toyota’s product development sys-
tem, we found that standardiza-
tion promotes effective teamwork 
by teaching employees similar ter-
minology, skills, and rules of play.

—From The Toyota Way, by 
Jeffrey K. Liker (2004)
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As you strive to streamline communication processes in your orga-
nization, selecting and standardizing on a common language is a monu-
mental positive step toward preventing variance.

Check for Variance

When I convey a message to you, my goal is for you to have in your mind 
the same meaning that I had in my mind when I sent the message. In this 
communication process, the meaning in my mind is the standard.

Do you remember Shelby the Sender and Robin the Receiver from 
Chapter 2? Shelby wanted Robin to draw a triangle, but Robin misunder-
stood the message and drew a circle instead.

oo

Shelby the sender Robin the receiver

Draw a
shape

Clearly, a variance exists. If the standard is triangle, then circle does 
not conform to the standard. An outside observer of this non-value-added 
communication process might immediately recommend an improve-
ment: Shelby could choose more specific words. For example, “Robin, 
draw a triangle.”

Traditional efforts to improve communication—and leadership—
typically focus on the sender’s side. Use explicit language. Use the right 
communication channels. Monitor outcomes to confirm that the cor-
rect meaning was conveyed. And that’s all excellent advice. However, the 
receiver role needs to be an active one, as well.

Communication starts with broadcasting the message, as a radio sta-
tion might do. But broadcasting only works when a receiver is (a) turned 
on and (b) tuned to the right frequency. Even then, the broadcaster does 
not know if real communication has occurred. The final step in the com-
munication cycle is the feedback loop. Somehow, the receiver needs to 
let the broadcaster know that a message was received, and together, they 
need to determine if the correct message was received.
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Remember Raphael, who 
took down the breakers (see 
Introduction)? The whole mis-
understanding could have been 
avoided by simply asking him to 
tell us exactly what he was plan-
ning to do, in response to our 
request.

That last step—determining if the correct message was received—is 
the Seiketsu moment, checking the process outcome against the standard. 
And if you find a variance, lean practice tells you it is time to trouble-
shoot. Break out the Five Whys, the Ishikawa diagrams, and the Pareto 
charts, because it’s time to root out the root cause!

Don’t kid yourself. Even when a team has made a good faith effort to 
establish a standard language and standard broadcasting methods (e.g., 
speaking, writing, texting, e-mailing, online repositories, printed docu-
ments, to name only a few), variance can still happen.

The receivers in the communication cycle must take ownership of 
their special role. Be engaged. Ask questions. Sort out noise (see section 
“Sort Out the Noise” in this chapter). Reflect back what you think you 
heard to be sure you received the correct message (Seiketsu). In short, 
become an active listener.7

The sender and the receiver share equal responsibility for making sure 
that messages are exchanged without variance. It’s all about achieving 
clarity. Sadly, it is not uncommon for any of us to blithely take action on a 
request from a boss or a customer, only to get to an outcome that does not 
meet expectations. This not only points out a lack of clarity between the 
parties, but it also exposes the lack of a standard for two or more parties 
to accept the shared meaning and full understanding of an expectation.

This is what agreements are all about, and is the third element of our 
work with Seiketsu, which contains the formula for standard work in the 
communication process.

7  Much has been written about active listening and other listening styles. For an 
excellent overview, download http://www.mindtools.com/CommSkll/Mind%20
Tools%20Listening.pdf

Lean Lingo

Pareto chart—graphical tool for 
identifying the 20 percent of the 
issues that create 80 percent of 
the problems.
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Establish Clear Agreements

In the communication process, 
we can adopt the lean philos-
ophy of standardized work by 
using agreements. The context 
here is not necessarily the legal 
sense of an agreement, although 
it does, in fact, get used in the 
legal arena in the very same way: When the performance requirements 
of an agreement are not met, all parties must come together to solve 
the perceived discrepancy between the expected result and the actual 
outcome.

Getting work done in a business environment usually means that sev-
eral functional areas in the company have to come together and agree on 
the steps and activities required to achieve the specific outcome needed 
by the customer.

In some environments, deliberations leading to an agreement tend to 
be informal. This works in small teams or long-standing teams where nat-
ural cohesion, harmony, rapport, and experience working together allow 
for many successful outcomes.

Many environments, however, are becoming increasingly complex 
and multicultural. The prudent lean communicator can safely assume 
that, unless a process is in place 
to establish absolute clarity about 
expected outcomes, Murphy’s 
Law and entropy will affect that 
outcome in an undesirable way.

Seiketsu and the 6 + 1 Steps to Establishing Agreements

In lean lingo, Standard Work is a method for defining best practices in 
a process, and ensuring that everyone on the team is following them to 
reliably deliver the expected results. In a communication process, estab-
lishing agreements helps us get our needs met and maintain the relation-
ships we need at work to execute complex activities. Agreements allow for 

Entropy—nature tends to move 
from order to disorder in iso-
lated systems

Answer the burning questions 
of (a) who is going to do what 
by when; (b) why, how, and 
where are they doing it; and (c) 
what if something goes wrong?
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a clear understanding of the goals and become the basis for determining 
what went wrong when the target condition is not met.

Agreements get their power from the level of clarity achieved by each 
individual player. Fulfill the agreement, and you know that the message 
being communicated is received and acknowledged by the receiver with 
an absolute understanding.

A classic standard work agreement in the communication process 
consists of 6 + 1 basic clauses that answer the burning questions of (a) 
who is going to do what by when, (b) why, how, and where are they doing 
it, and (c) what if something goes wrong? Let us consider each clause in 
some detail.

The Who Clause

Businesses move forward through the efforts of their people, so the who 
clause must answer these questions:

•	 Who will execute the action?
•	 Who is responsible for overall coordination of the actions?
•	 Who among our stakeholders will be affected?
•	 Who will join us in doing things that move us toward the 

new target condition?

The who clause goes back to the question of resources. Identify who 
will be part of the execution and especially those who will not. Make sure 
that the proposed team has the knowledge and skills that are needed for 
the tasks. Wise lean leaders take steps to address any skill gaps early in the 
process to avoid ugly surprises later.

In particular, this clause must clearly document each participant’s 
level of responsibility and accountability for executions and results. 
Each person must agree to accept the assigned responsibility, and be 
clear about exactly what is expected of them. Especially in a project 
context or matrix management environment, be absolutely sure that 
adding this effort to the existing workload does not result in overbur-
dening any one individual. An overloaded individual is a bottleneck 
waiting to happen.



	 CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT OF THE COMMUNICATION PROCESS	 67

Not surprisingly, the basic who clause challenges are magnified by the 
complexities of globalization. As we have already noted, communication 
among teams scattered around the world is even more challenging than 
communication among local teams. Effective lean leaders adjust action 
plan timelines, staffing selections, or other factors to take into account 
any special multicultural hurdles.

The What Clause

To achieve agreement, all parties need to share a common understand-
ing of:

•	 What is the action that needs to be done?
•	 What is the goal?
•	 What does success look like, and how will it be measured?
•	 What resources are available to use?

In short, the what clause defines the current state and the new target 
state.

Agreements grow stronger as more and more specific details are 
included. Specific definitions drive absolute clarity and ensure effective 
execution. Spell out which resources are and are not available. Determine 
if any elements will be outsourced.

The When Clause

•	 When does the overall agreement start? Finish?
•	 When does each activity start and finish?

Obtaining commitment from all participants about the timeline—
especially the final target date—is crucial. For an agreement to be effec-
tive, everyone involved needs to share clear expectations about exactly 
when the new target state is to be achieved.

Don’t forget to include in the timeline (and the effort estimates) the 
frequency, duration, and schedule for team meetings throughout the life 
of the agreement. As with any process, course corrections made early 
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in the execution of this agreement will prevent larger problems down-
stream. Be sure to check for understanding and compliance at appropriate 
intervals.

If your agreement involves players in different parts of the world, 
don’t forget to account for different time zones in your agreement. I’ve 
been caught more than once by forgetting that other countries don’t have 
Daylight Savings Time changes!

The Why Clause

•	 Why do things need to change?
•	 Why now?
•	 Why is this agreement important to the company? To me?

The what clause creates a compelling vision of the desired future state. 
The why clause brings to the surface the underlying situations and issues 
in the current state that create an imperative for getting to the new target 
condition. The why clause must help every participant understand the 
motivation for moving to that future state, both at the organizational and 
personal level.

Wise lean leaders know that for individuals to make, and especially 
sustain, any significant change from the status quo, they need to under-
stand and embrace “What’s in it for me?” and “What do I stand to lose 
if I don’t get on board?” Because you are dealing with people and the 
communication that happens between them, effectively expressing why 
an action should be taken helps engage and involve those participants in 
a positive way. The actions that need to happen are no longer an external 
thing, but have been internalized by each participant.

The How Clause

Once you know the current state and can see the new target state you are 
trying to reach, the how clause lays out the action plan:

•	 How will each step be executed?
•	 How will the outcome of each step be measured?
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The how clause drives the team to use any available predefined meth-
odologies for executing activity; in the absence of methodologies, the 
team must come together to hammer out a plan.

Note that both the what clause and the how clause talk about assess-
ing outcomes. It is vitally important to define and agree on how actions 
and outcomes will be measured; otherwise, you are opening the door to 
defects and misunderstandings. Your what and how efforts are effective 
only to the degree that you have achieved the new target condition.

The Where Clause

•	 Where will all the action take place?
•	 Where will we see results?

For many agreements, the where clause may not be needed, because 
there is only one location involved. However, for larger agreements and 
global efforts, be sure to specify and document where each action is 
occurring. Remember, lean thinking tells us to be precise in setting expec-
tations, because that reduces the potential for variance. And not knowing 
where things are happening could certainly create a problem.

The What If Clause

•	 What if something does not go according to plan (negative or 
positive)?

•	 What is the probability of something not going according to 
plan? What is the pain (or benefit) if that happens?

•	 How do we minimize or manage the risks?
•	 What are our contingency plans if anything changes?

Anyone with any business experience at all is familiar with Murphy 
and his infamous law: “Anything that can go wrong, will go wrong!” The 
prudent lean leader takes preventative steps to minimize the damage that 
Murphy can do by strengthening agreements with the what if clause. 
While anti-Murphy efforts have always been valuable, globalization has 
made them absolutely indispensable. As time, distance, and complexity 
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keep expanding, the number and variety of potential points of failure 
grows exponentially. The what if clause is no longer a nice-to-have, it is 
a necessity.

A required component of every agreement is the understanding that 
when anyone recognizes that unexpected changes have the potential to 
negatively affect the project and the customer, the team will regroup, 
rethink, and establish a new agreement on a new standard.

In my experience, vast spans of time often elapse between the plan-
ning, the actual launch of an activity, and the achievement of the final 
outcome. For example, when I left an automotive engineering position 
in 2013, our team was already working on designs for the 2017 car. This 
added time increases the chances that the laws of entropy and Murphy 
will thwart our intentions and create unexpected, undesirable results.

The Greek philosopher Heraclitus is famous for saying, “The only 
thing that is constant is change.” Therefore, if we believe Heraclitus—and 
Murphy—then we must conclude that variance to plan is itself a stan-
dard. In short, contingencies need to be taken for granted as a crucial part 
of your agreement. Always.

One proven technique for building contingency plans is to engage 
participants in a brainstorming session to identify all the many things 
that might go awry. During this discussion, you may discover that some 
team members do not yet share a clear understanding of the actions, their 
responsibilities, the timelines, and so on. This is a great opportunity to 
sort things out, and gently guide the group toward deeper agreement. 
Beware of pressuring or using negative influence—it rarely works over 
the long haul.

Throughout the discussion, summarize and listen for understanding. 
Make sure everyone contributes. Explain and re-explain anything that is 
not understood 100 percent. Use examples to demonstrate the intent of 
the action, then listen again, to ensure that the intention of the message 
sent and the meaning received actually do match. Use this portion of 
the agreement process to reflect back and forth on each of the steps and 
clauses to ensure that each player has a complete understanding.

To specifically address risk issues, take the brainstormed list of things 
that might go wrong and engage the group in ranking them. For each 
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item, consider the probability that it might happen, and also the level of 
pain and disruption that would result if it actually does happen. Items 
that are low probability and low pain do not require much attention. 
But for any item that is high probability and high pain, create a counter-
measure or contingency plan for how to minimize the probability, pain, 
or both.

In Summary

As we have seen, Seiketsu can help organizations achieve the goals of lean 
communication: All parties involved in the process obtain correctly shared 
meanings, achieve clear actions, and produce results that are aligned with 
expectations, goals, and objectives. Make sure your communicators:

•	 Choose a common language
•	 Check for variance
•	 Establish clear agreement

Sustain or Shitsuke

I bet you know someone who has quit smoking—a dozen times. Or 
someone who has lost pounds and pounds of excess weight, only to gain 
them all back, and then some. The reality of life is that sustaining change 
takes as much or more energy, focus, and discipline as attaining change.

For that matter, even if all you want to do is maintain the status quo, 
you’ve still got to exercise discipline to do that; otherwise, entropy will 
prevail. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” may be a sensible advice in some 
cases, but if you don’t invest in Shitsuke, things will break eventually.

As you apply the power of lean to transform your communication 
processes, you and your team members must relentlessly exercise self-dis-
cipline and build the habit of consistently using Five S as part of standard 
work. The idea is to create a cycle that never ends—one where you can 
always find some way to improve your communication process.

In a formal setting, audits can help drive this. One way of conducting 
a useful audit is to engage an external facilitator or coach who has a solid 
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background in communication and team-building skills. This auditor can 
observe the team and make known specific factors that are not adding any 
value in the way that the communication process improvement is actually 
evolving.

It is human nature for habits and ingrained beliefs to drive us to 
behave a certain way when we are attempting to communicate with oth-
ers. Over the years, most of us have grown accustomed to interrupting 
people before they finish expressing an idea, wandering off in thought 
while someone is addressing us, using jargon and acronyms that confuse 
rather than clarify, or any of a hundred other poor communication prac-
tices. Once those constraints and negative factors have been pointed out 
in the previous Five Ss, it takes self-awareness, self-discipline, and deliber-
ate practice to break those habits.

Long-term commitment and significant effort are required to 
achieve the discipline needed to achieve the goal of Shitsuke—sustaining 
improved performance. Some individuals may not enjoy the Five S activ-
ity or feel that it brings immediate results. Here are two of the hidden 
benefits of applying Five S to communication processes.

First, the actual activity associated with Five S creates an environment 
where people from different functional areas may be working together in 
new ways. Such activity drives improved communication and a sense of 
teamwork that can build on itself. In particular, mutual respect grows.

Second, the motivation needed to sustain the Five S philosophy 
requires an understanding that problems and variance can be avoided, 
and that future improvements can be achieved. Positive outcomes and 
reactions from management or customers will provide the reinforcement 
needed to strengthen the self-discipline even more.

So far in this section, you have seen how the familiar Five Ss of lean 
manufacturing can be applied to your communication processes. Seiri, Seiton, 
Seiso, Seiketsu, and Shitsuke improve communication in much the same way 
they improve manufacturing: by reducing waste, sharpening focus, minimiz-
ing variances, strengthening relationships, building agreements, standardiz-
ing best practices, and continuously improving. Working through the Five S 
process is excellent preparation for moving into the real heart of continuous 
process improvement: the PDCA cycle.
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The Best-Laid Plans: Kaizen or PDCA

PDCA is one of the most important philosophies in the lean enterprise. 
Indeed, if you are a lean practitioner working in business today, your 
organization probably already sees PDCA as an integral part of the cul-
ture, essential to creating an environment of creativity and improvement.

As lean leaders, we can drive improvements in execution by ensuring 
that communication processes are included in our continuous improve-
ment objectives. The complete enterprise functions as a network of inter-
dependent functional areas, and these must somehow communicate 
effectively to ensure that there is proper alignment toward common goals.

The PDCA cycle can be very useful in driving improvement through-
out the communication process. It serves as a great system to institu-
tionalize continuous learning, limit risks, and perpetuate continuous 
improvement initiatives. Just as you have done on the manufacturing 
line, plan a communication improvement, then try it out, keeping a log 
of good communication outcomes and not-as-expected outcomes (i.e., 
where variance occurred). Analyze the log data to see if the planned 
improvement had the desired results, and use the analysis results as the 
basis for refining the change.

If your communication process improvement efforts involve people 
who are not already familiar with lean thinking, you may need to teach 
them our very positive mindset regarding the Check step. Sometimes (fre-
quently!) the Check step reveals that things did not go exactly as planned. 
Lean thinkers do not fear the “F word”: failure.

Those of us immersed in lean thinking understand that to get things 
right, some mistakes will happen along the way, and that is just part of 
the process. You may need to coach lean newcomers that there is no such 
thing as failure—just learning opportunities and teachable moments. 
Physicist and icon of intelligence Albert Einstein (among others) is cred-
ited with defining insanity as “doing the same thing over and over again 
and expecting different results.” Lean practitioners rely on PDCA to 
avoid that particular brand of insanity.

Rather than worrying about failure, lean communicators learn to 
focus on collaborative analysis of what happened so that we can learn 
from it. To do that, we deploy research tools such as fishbone diagrams 
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and the Five Whys, both of which should help expose all forces that have 
contributed to the outcome, whatever it may be. If some of the forces 
detected are structural, strategic, or cultural, then these causes belong to 
management, and must be addressed at that level. That is really the only 
way to determine how our strategies, policies, and management practices 
affect the outcome.

People cannot read minds; therefore, we can anticipate that some-
thing may be lost in the coding and decoding of a message, and that the 
execution of the actions associated with the intended goals of the message 
might not have the result that was originally intended. By learning from 
these instances, an organization builds a knowledge base that can help 
guide it toward better results when the next PDCA experiment is being 
put together.

This recognition of our human propensity for communication errors 
encourages a practice of designing with tolerances, allowing for natural 
forces, and being prepared for potential, inherent variance. Implementing 
better communication practices takes time and commitment. But to not 
commit is a guarantee that someone will eat your lunch!

As noted earlier, people form companies to serve customers by pro-
viding them with products and services to fulfill their needs. To do that 
successfully, and to ensure that the organization is evolving in positive 
ways, the corporate vision needs to be translated and chunked down to 
specific actions. Then these chunks have to be communicated precisely 
and effectively to each individual, so they fully grasp what needs doing 
and can go do it. Although vague terms and big words can rally teams 
around some high-level concepts and ideas, individuals still need specific 
actions that have a beginning and an end.

As you lead your company’s transformation from traditional commu-
nication to lean communication processes, you may find it helpful to 
think through the role played by each step of the PDCA cycle.

Plan

These planning questions should help you hone your goal and sharpen 
the aim of your message:
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•	 Who is the message intended for?
{{ What background and experience do the receivers have 
with the topic?

{{ How will you address the receivers’ culture, skill set, and 
position?

{{ Do the receivers have the resources to understand the mes-
sage and the expectation?

{{ What is the state of mind of the receivers? Are they over-
burdened, already carrying a heavy workload (muri, mura)?

{{ How can you minimize the receivers’ distractions?
•	 What are you trying to achieve with the message?
•	 What information, what data is needed in the message? What 

noise can be eliminated?
•	 What action needs to happen with the message?
•	 What is the best time to deliver the message?

Knowing the answers to these questions allows you to craft the verbal 
and nonverbal goals in a congruent way.

Of course, once you compose a message, you still must decide which 
channel will be used to deliver it. Will you use:

•	 E-mail?
•	 Memo?
•	 Tweet?
•	 One-on-one meeting?
•	 Group meeting?
•	 Personal phone call?
•	 Conference call?
•	 All of the above?

Don’t forget the marketing mantra that if you really want people to 
get your message, you must tell them seven different times in seven dif-
ferent ways.

Finally, and very importantly in the plan step: How can you induce 
the participants to express their concerns and doubts up front? Having a 
conversation early in the process about any apprehension helps surface 
assumptions or underlying preconceptions that anyone may have about 
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the plan. These then become part of the testing that is embedded into 
PDCA and verified against the outcomes: Were the assumptions valid? If 
yes, confirm their validity; if no, exclude them.

Do

Action is how we get things done. The do step is the execution portion 
of communicating the message. Following your plan, you compose the 
message and deliver it via the chosen channel(s).

Generally speaking, it is preferable to send out small, focused chunks 
of information in each message. You can safely assume that people need 
adequate time to process and absorb each message in order to grasp the 
idea accurately. Sending out a message with too much information or 
excessive detail tends to confuse the players. Don’t let mura or muri hijack 
your broadcast. Frankly, many individuals simply tune out lengthy mes-
sages or don’t read them at all.

Providing messages in small chunks also allows you to introduce one 
detail at a time, which allows for immediate reaction and discussion of 
each instance.

When delivering messages in person, be sensitive to the immediate 
feedback you might get from people via questions, facial expressions, or 
even the hush in the room. In this sense, you’re already easing into the 
check step of PDCA as the message elicits a short-term response from the 
receiver in a very immediate way.

Check

In defining true communication, I made the point that a sender does not 
know whether communication has actually occurred until it is confirmed 
and verified by the receiver via a feedback loop. The Check step of PDCA 
actively seeks that feedback. What level of clarity and understanding of 
the message’s meaning did the receiver achieve? Was the receiver able to 
correctly execute the intended action? In short, how effective was your 
communication process?

Listeners, take responsibility for your end of the bargain. Reflect back 
what you heard to confirm that there is no variance!
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If the Check step does uncover any variance, then it’s time to start 
digging for root cause:

•	 Did the message contain the right information? Enough data?
•	 Was it delivered in the right way at the right time to the right 

people?
•	 Were the underlying assumptions or preconceptions correct?
•	 If not, what went wrong and why?

Remember, finding a variance is not to be treated as a failure, but 
rather an opportunity to learn and to be more effective in the next cycle, 
which takes you to the act step.

Act

Based on what you have learned from the Check step, you can adopt 
improvements for next time a message must be communicated to stimu-
late action and achieve goals. Celebrate the positive achievements with the 
team, and record all new learning to move you toward a new, improved 
standard.

Always remember: The effectiveness of your message drives effective-
ness in the execution.

By adopting PDCA as part of the corporate culture and inserting it 
in your daily use, you can improve communication and, as a byprod-
uct, execution. Because of ever-increasing diversity and complexity in the 
workplace, and being aware that communication is a very difficult process 
to master, it makes good sense to embed this continuous process improve-
ment cycle in your standard processes.

One of the benefits of incorporating PDCA into your communica-
tion culture is that it changes an environment where failure is punished 
and, in its place, creates an opening for learning and innovation at every 
level. More participants will be engaged and become active in problem 
solving and adding their creativity to the equation.

By this time, the transformative capability of lean thinking should be 
making a difference in the quality and effectiveness of the communication 
process in your organization. Value stream mapping, Five S, and PDCA 
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deliver a powerful punch when removing muda from communication. It is 
time now to add one final lean concept to our communication process reboot: 
the Theory of Constraints.

Finding the Bottleneck: Theory of Constraints

My personal lean story started with The Goal, by Eliyahu Goldratt (1984), 
where I first learned about the Theory of Constraints. It seems appropri-
ate to come back to that crucial revelation in my message to you by con-
sidering what insights that theory can offer in the context of improving 
communication process effectiveness.

As you lean professionals 
recall, a system comprises mul-
tiple interdependent contribut-
ing agents and resources that are 
linked into a chain, and make up 
a unified whole that is directed 
toward specific objectives. At any 

point in time, at least one part of the system is limiting the overall capac-
ity to achieve more of the intended goal.

That weakest link, once identified, deserves special focus and atten-
tion. The system must be managed with this weakest link in mind, because 
the productivity associated with the specific weak link is in fact the pro-
ductivity of the whole system. This link is labeled as a system constraint.

Obviously, that constraint needs to be corrected and improved. But 
then, once that happens, another constraint will emerge, and with it, the 
need for a process of continuous improvement.

Organizations rely on effective and efficient communication processes 
for team members to collaborate, to integrate their unique areas, and to 
be successful in getting things done. Like any system, a communication 
process will always have at least one constraint that can be improved. Cor-
recting these opportunities will lead to an improved overall productivity 
in a company.

Remember, a communication process is triggered when a thought or 
idea appears in someone’s head, and that thought or idea needs to be 
conveyed if the desired result is going to occur. By definition, one idea 

When an idea out of a person’s 
head reflects a limited point 
of view, the constraint will be 
implicit and contained in the 
messages that are conveyed.
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out of one person’s head reflects a limited point of view. The constraint 
is implicit and will be contained in the messages that are then provided.

Consider these examples of constrained mindsets:

•	 Forgetting that the customer pays your bills. Once we forget who 
we truly work for, everything goes downhill. Customer expec-
tations and customer satisfactions must at all times be kept as 
the ultimate goal of any organization. Not having this as the 
standard for how things work in your organization tends to 
drive importance and focus on internal players. This, in turn, 
leads to a competitive environment within the organization, 
with individuals and functional areas pursuing their own 
interests, which may not align with the end customer’s needs.

•	 Assuming that you understood a message clearly, or that a mes-
sage you sent was received with 100 percent of the meaning 
you intended. This is a foolish point of view that may be an 
underlying negative factor in many of our daily interactions 
with others. When an action is undertaken based from a 
message coming from this point of view, expect variance and 
muda. Lots of it.

•	 The belief that you are already there and that nothing can be 
improved. This mindset may be associated with the need to 
feel that everything is in control. In a setting where not being 
in control at all times is a problem, the constraint created 
builds and builds on itself until something pops. Denying the 
fact that change is constant and failing to implement systems 
to support the change are a sure recipe for disaster. Address 
this constraining mindset through leadership, mentoring, and 
coaching to make sure everyone at every level understands the 
imperative of continuous process improvement. Everything 
can always be improved.

•	 Thinking that there is only one right way of doing things. This 
reflects a scarcity mentality rather than a creative mentality, 
and is closely related to the previous constraint. You may see 
this manifested when two or more internal parties, depart-
ments, or areas of an organization are communicating based 
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on a win or lose mindset. My way or the highway. Interaction 
between the parties becomes an arena where departments 
become rivals looking to get an advantage over one another. 
Power struggles and one-upmanship become the standard. 
Ultimately, a tremendous amount of energy is wasted, and 
the end customer is not in focus. The company loses. The 
customer loses. Everybody loses.

•	 Unclear expectations. The success of the total organization 
is directly tied to the effectiveness of the individuals who 
make up the collective. And for the individuals (and thus 
the organization) to thrive, they all must know where they 
fit in, how they contribute, where they add value, and how 
they drive toward shared goals and objectives. Nobody wins 
when expectations are hazy and standard processes are not 
followed. Eventually, the culture becomes infested with deeply 
engrained preferential treatment of one area over another, 
leading to entitlement thinking, and arguments about “the 
way things get done around here.”

•	 The effect of hierarchy on individual contribution. When 
systems in place promote the power of hierarchy over conver-
sation and open dialogue, people may hesitate to participate, 
and therefore suppress their opinions and concerns. This may 
be due to fear of retaliation or punishment, or just avoidance 
of potential embarrassment in front of their peers or superi-
ors. It may also drive participants to retire in place, using the 
situation as an excuse to not contribute any additional effort.

	   In systems where this is tolerated and no alternatives are 
present to encourage people to participate, the organization 
constrains the potential it has from every employee at every 
level—the eighth form of muda.

•	 Playing the blame game instead of using systemic root cause anal-
ysis. This constraint is present in cultures where the immediate 
response to a problem is to find a scapegoat—any scapegoat. 
Lean thinking teaches us to “blame the process, not the per-
son,” and to bring the cold, hard logic of analytical thinking 
to bear when there’s a situation to address. In contrast, the 
blaming mindset perpetuates a culture of unaccountability: 
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I will get blamed regardless of the facts, so why should I care? 
The fear of finger-pointing also fosters a play it safe attitude 
throughout the organization, squelching experimentation and 
innovation.

•	 Talent that does not fit the organization’s culture. Because 
change is constant, even good organizations have people 
coming and going. That means new people are periodically 
coming in, trying to understand, and, presumably, fit in with 
the unwritten rules of behavior, the communication styles, 
the attitudes, and all the other intangibles that make up the 
culture of the organization. An individual who cannot or will 
not make the effort to fit becomes grit in the gears, creating 
constraints in many directions.

	   The human resources (HR) function needs to be aware of 
the impact that mismatched talent can have on the overall 
efficiency of the company, and how it is, in fact, a constraint. 
As a preventive measure, HR can implement a poka-yoke in 
the hiring process by using psychometric assessment tools in 
addition to having a robust interview and selection process.

As you deal with constraints 
like these in your organization’s 
communication flows, consider 
how applying lean logic could 
eliminate obstacles and improve 
success.

Congratulations, O Intrepid 
Reader! Having made it this far, 
you are now armed to adapt familiar tools from the shop floor to achieve a 
slightly altered perspective on what communication is and how it takes place. 
Are you ready to take on the next leg of the journey across this frontier?

Reflection and Application

1.	During the next meeting you attend, make note of any muda, 
mura, or muri that detracts from communication effectiveness. 
After the meeting, consider how you might prevent those wastes 

Lean Lingo

A poka-yoke device is one that 
prevents incorrect parts from 
being made or assembled, or 
easily identifies a flaw or error.
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in the future. What can you do to improve the meetings that you 
are in charge of?

2.	Create a value stream map for how work assignments are transmit-
ted through your organization. Look for opportunities to eliminate 
muda.

3.	Each segment of the Five S discussion (Sort or Seiri, Straighten or 
Seiton, Shine or Seiso, Standardize or Seiketsu, and Sustain or Shit-
suke) offers suggestions on how to apply that S to communication. 
In your opinion, which of those recommendations would be most 
beneficial in your organization? Why? Which would be the most 
challenging to implement? Why?

4.	Using the plan step material provided (section “Plan” in this chap-
ter), develop a communication plan for educating and engaging 
everyone in your team in applying the Five S process to your internal 
communication efforts. Be sure your plan addresses how the check 
and act steps will be handled.



CHAPTER 5

The Tip of the Tip of the 
Iceberg: Bringing the Issue 

to the Surface

The toughest problems to solve are those that lurk and hide, unseen. 
Invisible to the naked eye. Because we do not see the waves of today’s cel-
lular phone systems, the exchange of bits as we upload files to the cloud, or 
transmit a simple message from one person to another, it is easy to assume 
that things are working correctly, even though they may not be.

Lean thinking applied to communication processes can and does bring 
issues to the surface so that they can be viewed and analyzed for contin-
uous improvements and correctives. This is part of the magic potion of 
transformation—from the unseen to the staring right at you.

The ideas set out in this book are intended as introductions to what is 
truly just the tip of the tip of the iceberg.

What Ties Everything Together Is Communication

Differences in our cultures, backgrounds, or languages can be harnessed 
toward a synergistic approach, instead of one that creates barriers that 
lead to muda. Respect for people is one of the pillars of lean. By having 
the right conversations and working together to solve all problems, uni-
versal respect can become a reality.

Every workplace today needs people who have mastered three basic 
skill sets: communication, teamwork, and problem solving. In my opin-
ion, these precious skill sets are not developed in our universities in a 
congruent way that is beneficial in the situations facing today’s complex 
business environments.
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Communication is a process, and process-based solutions do exist. Many 
consulting companies can provide the analysis and training to overcome 
some of the gaps left by the lack of attention to this need. Unfortunately, the 
day-to-day, chase-your-tail rat race too often prevents us from acknowledg-
ing the need and seeking out solutions to our communication challenges.

If you suspect that your company is harboring such situations, I chal-
lenge you to start a conversation about it by establishing a good metric 
for the impacts and costs that communication-related muda might be 
generating.

Next, establish a good process to fix the issue. Consider, for exam-
ple, the familiar andon cord. In his book The Toyota Way (2004), author  
Jeffrey K. Liker talks about jidoka—the concept of stopping the process 
to build in quality.

To explain jidoka and how it relates to employee empowerment, Liker 
includes this insightful quote from Alex Warren, former Executive Vice 
President, Toyota Motor Corporation, Kentucky:

… we give [employees] the power to push buttons or pull cords—
called “andon cords”—which can bring our entire assembly line 
to a halt. Every team member has the responsibility to stop the 
line every time they see something that is out of standard. That’s 
how we put the responsibility for quality in the hands of our team 
members. They feel the responsibility—they feel the power. They 
know they count (Liker 2004; emphasis added).

Now, read the quote again. This time, think about the flow of com-
munication processes, and substitute in the word conversation when you 
read assembly line or line. See if you don’t learn something about how this 
lean concept could prevent miscommunication and misunderstanding.

Imagine the muda that would magically vanish if everyone in your 
organization, regardless of level or title, confidently pulled the metaphor-
ical andon cord, stopping the flow of conversation long enough to make 
sure that there are no defects in the understanding, and that the agree-
ments are up to standard.

In some cultures, speaking up is not well received. In settings where 
these social norms exist, the andon cord concept is a great device to create 
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a stop and evaluate moment when a message is not clear, and to ensure 
no misunderstandings are present. In some cases, it may help to have 
a skilled facilitator assist with meetings. Facilitators will pull the andon 
cord for you, and make it a point to show you those opportunities where 
communication can be improved.

In a similar way, imagine how much wasted time and energy could be 
reclaimed by eliminating unnecessary discussions where individuals are try-
ing to score points, show off what they know, or win an argument. Actually, 
everybody loses at the end of the day when this kind of nonsense blocks the 
open exchange of ideas and diminishes the team’s progress toward reaching 
mutual understanding needed to meet the customer’s needs.

In the meantime, and while 
the corporate world catches up 
with the challenges of commu-
nication, consider that as a lean 
practitioner, you have the lan-
guage advantage, the philosophy 
of continuous improvement, 
and the tools to solve many of 
these problems.

For the diligent reader, the ideas in this book are intended to serve as 
a springboard for you and your company—one that moves you toward 
creating a systemic set of solutions to identify problems and costly muda 
stemming from snags that exist in your communication processes.

Reflection and Application

1.	Unless you happen to be an inhabitant of your organization’s C-suite, 
you may not have the authority to implement a company-wide pro-
gram of lean communication. Consider the specific challenges you 
face in bringing lean thinking into your company’s communication 
processes. How might you effectively address them, given your cur-
rent role in the organization?

2.	Perform a risk–benefit analysis on the idea of you leading the charge on 
instituting a formal lean communication initiative in your organization.

As a lean practitioner, you 
have the language advantage, 
the philosophy of continuous 
improvement, and the tools to 
solve many of these communi-
cation problems.





CHAPTER 6

A Leadership Challenge: 
Use Lean Thinking in 
Global Communication

My vision is to drive the use 
of lean philosophies deep into 
every aspect of managing and 
leading our companies. But mas-
sive culture shifts like this do not 
just happen by accident—they 
take strong, sustained leadership 
at every level of the organization.

We thought it might be help-
ful for you to understand our 
modest goal for this first round 
in what we hope will be a con-
tinuing conversation: Simply to 
provide you with a thought-pro-
voking vision for transforming 
yet another aspect of the global 
supply chain—communica-
tion—through the power of lean 
thinking.

This first book focuses on sto-
ries and analogies to illustrate our 
ideas. We confess right up front that many potent concepts, like A3 problem- 
solving, and classic constructs, like detailed case studies, are not included 
in this work. After all, how much stuff can you stuff into one book, 

Lean Lingo

...[W]e have observed a number 
of lean transformations in com-
panies of different sizes in which 
the point of origin was mid-level 
managers and where quiet lead-
ership was effective without the 
need for shouting or theatrics.
  But still, a leader—someone 
who will take personal respon-
sibility for change—is essential. 
No organization has ever under-
gone dramatic and comprehensive 
change without someone some-
where, softly or in a loud voice, 
taking the lead.

—Womack and Jones, in 
Lean Thinking 
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and still deliver a quick and engaging read? KISS—keep it short and 
simple—right?

Also, we humbly acknowledge that in some chapters, we were being 
very casual with the term tools, and we do appreciate that it is only the sum 
of the methodologies, including some tools, that make up a complete lean 
management system. Optimists that we are, we expect to engage with you 
to continue this conversation! We would love to include your case studies, 
practical applications, and success stories in a follow-up volume.

Mid-level lean practitioners can lead the charge by taking lean off the 
shop floor and educating key players in the C-suite about how to reengi-
neer communication processes using this well-documented and successful 
system. It is a natural pathway toward reducing costs, gaining a competi-
tive edge, and creating more jobs.

So do not just sit there! People make things happen, and they need 
effective communication processes to keep them coordinated. Logically, 
if you successfully apply your lean understanding to those processes, then 
the coordinated efforts of people in your enterprise should improve.

Lean management and lean communication are the next wave of lean 
transformation—if you are bold enough to take the lead! Take responsibility!

Did you get my meaning? Or is there a variance? 
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Theory of constraints, 78–81
The Toyota Way (Liker, Jeffrey K.), 

84, xi

Value proposition, 11–13
Value stream mapping (VSM), 37–40
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VSM. See Value stream mapping

Word means, 24–25
Wrong behavior, rewarding, 15–17
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