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THE SUMMARY IN BRIEF

As organizations strive to do more with less, many are turning to Lean methodolo-
gy, which is based on the same techniques that propelled the legendary turnaround of 
Japan’s industrial sector after World War II.  

The Lean CEO reveals the true power of Lean through in-depth interviews with 
CEOs who have gone beyond tool adoption and established Lean as a corporate-wide 
management system.  

The CEOs tell in their own words how they applied Lean management to deliver 
sustainable financial results, empower and motivate employees, break down internal silos 
and build solid partnerships with customers and suppliers. Their testimony provides a 
goldmine of practical advice for managers in Lean and non-Lean organizations alike, 
as they share their personal insights on topics such as leading and empowering people, 
building transparency and trust, tuning into the customer experience and creating a 
learning organization.

Thoughtful, sometimes brutally frank, these leaders challenge many of the sacred 
cows of traditional business, such as standard cost accounting, hierarchical management, 
emphasis on large batches and our obsession with data and computers. Citing numerous 
examples from their experiences, they provide a fresh view of today’s business challenges 
and a positive roadmap for any organization that is striving for excellence.

IN THIS SUMMARY, YOU WILL LEARN:

•	 How to apply Lean management to empower and motivate people.
•	 How to build transparency and trust.
•	 How to align strategic direction with day-to-day operations. 
•	 How to instill a corporate-wide culture that promotes quality. 
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Leading the Way to World-Class Excellence
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Introduction
One of the most promising developments in modern 

business history has been the emergence of the global 
Lean movement, which was founded on the practices that 
vaulted Japan to manufacturing stardom in the late 1970s. 
Today, the Lean approach has a track record for helping 
organizations do more with less, and it is rapidly gaining 
ground in nonindustrial sectors such as healthcare, gov-
ernment and financial services. 

Lean’s true potential to build world-class performance 
depends on a commitment to continuous improve-
ment that involves every worker in the organization 
and requires uncommon discipline and persistence. The 
basic tenets of Lean, moreover, challenge many aspects of 
traditional management theory and call for a mindset that 
is foreign to most executives. Lean is therefore a rough 
sell in the boardroom, and CEOs who actively lead Lean 
transformations are the exception rather than the rule. l

How Waste Became Business 
As Usual

Take a look at the following three scenarios:
• A recreational trailer manufacturer was forced into 

bankruptcy after revenues dropped 60 percent during the 
2009 recession.

• A medium-sized hospital closed its doors amid rising 
costs, quality concerns and growing competition from 
larger providers.

• A manufacturer of diesel engine components, dogged 
by chronic delivery problems, poor labor relations and the 
loss of a key patent, shut down its plant and sold its assets 
to a large automotive manufacturer.

Scenarios like these are, sadly, not unusual. However, 
these three scenarios never happened. In each case, the 
CEO defied the odds after discovering and adopting 
Lean.The results were astonishing. The organizations ex-
celled not only in terms of financial performance but also 
in areas such as employee engagement, customer satisfac-
tion and influence in the business community. 

To see the waste, the Lean CEOs turned much of their 
attention to an aspect of the organization that is neglected 
in modern business theory, so much so that we don’t have 
a name for it. The Japanese, however, do have a word: 
gemba, which means “the real place.” In the Lean context, 
this means the place where people create a product or service 
that customers pay for.

In an automotive factory, for example, gemba is the 
shop floor where people make cars. In a school, gem-
ba is the classroom where teachers help students learn. 
Through the Lean lens, everything else –– administration, 
finance, human resources, sales and even senior manage-
ment –– is there to support gemba.

Respect for the people who spend their days in gem-
ba is one of the cornerstones of Lean. It is through their 
initiative that the breakthrough gains that characterize 
successful Lean transformations are achieved.

To empower this kind of participation, managers need 
to quickly rid themselves of the illusion that they know 
all the answers. On the contrary, Lean CEOs must be 
constantly inquiring and must do so openly.

Neglect of gemba and the people who work in it is 
behind many of the failures we hear about. To understand 
how managers became blind to the widespread waste in 
modern organizations, we have to look back in history.

The Miracle of Mass Production
The American industrial golden age began when Hen-

ry Ford opened his first factory in 1908. It took several 
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years to perfect the production system, but by the time 
it was fully operational, the Ford Motor Company was 
producing cars 10 times as fast as its competitors, and costs 
were declining rapidly. 

A leading figure in industrial management at the time 
was Frederick Taylor, and his work defined the field for 
much of the 20th century. 

Taylor’s main preoccupation was cost reduction, and 
his reputation as a cost cutter became legendary. Taylor 
believed that for every task, there was “one best way” and 
promised that managers who applied his theories could 
determine this and “scientifically” supply all the intelli-
gence needed to run an organization. 

The key tool for cutting costs was a concept called 
division of labor. The idea is to subdivide work into sim-
ple repetitive tasks, each of which can be performed by a 
worker with minimal education. Thus, an organization can 
assign work to the lowest-paid workers.

Taylor was a strong proponent of the idea that all the 
thinking should be done by managers. “You are not sup-
posed to think,” he is alleged to have told workers. “There 
are people paid for thinking around here.” Workers were 
treated like interchangeable cogs in a machine whose only 
interest was their paychecks. 

In this way of thinking, the machine was the ideal work-
er. As machinery took over more and more of the work-
load, the correlation between direct labor and real product 
costs diminished. 

By 1970, America was on a roll. Factories were buying 
bigger and better machines and expanding their opera-
tions. However, all this had occurred under ideal condi-
tions during the post-World War II period.

Things started to change in the 1970s. National debt 
soared, the OPEC oil embargo resulted in long lines at gas 
stations, unemployment jumped and inflation was rising. 
“There is one domestic problem that all 1980 presiden-
tial contenders, including the incumbent, preach against: 
the disturbing decline in U.S. productivity,” wrote Clare 
Crawford-Mason, an NBC TV producer. 

Crawford-Mason contacted W. Edwards Deming to 
discuss the issue, and this turned into one of the most 
successful news documentaries in the history of television, 
titled “If Japan Can, Why Can’t We?” At the time, Deming 
was an 80-year-old statistics professor who was virtually 
unknown in the United States. 

The buzz following the show’s airing kick-started a flur-
ry of activity in the West that became known as the quality 
movement. Organizations established or grew their quality 
departments, consultants began to package and teach sta-

tistical quality control methods and production techniques 
from Japan became the latest fashion.

Deming had warned however, that the road to industrial 
leadership would demand a lot more than add-ons to ex-
isting management practices. His definition of total quality, 
in fact, called for no less than a fundamental overhaul of 
the way companies managed people. l

Lean: A Radical New Approach 
to Production

By the end of World War II, Allied bombing had sys-
tematically destroyed much of Japan’s industrial capability, 
forcing many manufacturers, including the Toyota Motor 
Corporation, to suspend operations. It was under these 
dire circumstances that Kiichiro Toyoda, Toyota’s founding 
CEO, issued his most famous directive. “Catch up with 
America in three years,” he said, “or the automobile indus-
try in Japan will not survive.”

Kiichiro started the Toyota Motor Company in 1933 
holding a set of values, central to which was the duty 
to serve the people of Japan. There was also a sense of 
obligation to employees, which included a philosophy of 
lifetime employment. Toyoda admired Ford’s determina-
tion to reduce waste and was greatly inspired by the con-
tinuous flow established in Ford’s assembly lines, whereby 
all materials, labor and production equipment converged 
on the workplace exactly when they were needed. Toyoda 
coined the term “Just-in-Time” (JIT) to describe this ideal 
state, and this became one of the pillars of his company 
and the Lean movement that followed.

One employee who took Toyoda’s mandate to heart was 
a young engineer named Taiichi Ohno. Following Kiichi-
ro Toyoda’s directive, Ohno began to reflect on what it 
would actually take to catch up with the United States. 

Just-in-Time means that, in a flow process, the right 
parts needed in assembly reach the assembly line at the 
time they are needed and only in the amount needed. 
Pursuing this ideal state, Ohno realized, could serve as a 
powerful guiding principle for reducing waste. Each time 
a barrier to continuous flow was removed, waste would 
be automatically eliminated along with it, and efficiency 
would therefore be improved.

The Seven Wastes
In the Toyota Production System, Ohno put waste in the 

spotlight with the following formula:
Present capacity = work + waste

SUMMARY: THE LEAN CEO
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He went on to list seven categories of waste, which be-

came known in the Lean world as the Seven Wastes:
1. �Overproduction: producing more than required by 

the next downstream process or the customer. Ohno 
saw this as the cardinal sin of waste because essentially 
it forces all the other wastes.

2. �Time on hand (waiting): Workers standing idle 
awaiting what is required for their next work.

3. �Transportation: Excessive movement of the work-
piece or parts.

4. �Overprocessing: more than the necessary amount of 
work being done on the workpiece, perhaps because 
of poor process design or defective tools.

5. �Inventory: More finished goods, works in process, 
parts or raw materials than required by customer 
demand.

6. �Movement: Unnecessary movements by workers, 
including bending, straining and walking to procure 
tools or parts.

7. �Defects: Fabrication of a defective workpiece that 
will later require correction.

Ohno sensed that there was an enormous amount of 
waste in any manufacturing system –– as much as 50 
percent. He also suspected that this might be the key to 
catching up with American automakers.

Just-in-Time called for an uncommon level of teamwork 
and discipline. Supervisors became coaches who removed 
barriers and helped workers understand and improve their 
work processes. Toyota encouraged worker suggestions 
through a program called the Creative Idea Suggestion Sys-
tem, which was launched in 1951, and the broader role of 
workers included maintaining their own equipment. 

Ohno also incorporated the concept of jidoka. If cir-
cumstances prevented a worker from completing standard 
work within the allotted time or if there was a safety issue, 
it was the worker’s responsibility to ensure that the prob-
lem was resolved on the spot. This was initiated by pulling 
the andon (Japanese for “lantern”), a cord or lever that ac-
tivated a signal light that instantly escalated the problem to 
a supervisor. If the problem was not resolved immediately, 
the supervisor pulled the andon, directing all others on 
the line to cease work. Jikoda was considered so important 
that Ohno named it as one of the two pillars of the Toyota 
Production system, with Just-in-Time being the other.

To manage the environment so that everything was 
synchronized and regulated, Ohno used a series of visual 
methods that gave workers instant cues about relevant 
activity in their environment. At the heart of this was a 
communication system called kanban. Kanban relayed the 
pull signal, or the trigger, to produce sequentially to all the 

production stages, starting with the final process and pro-
gressing back to the first. Implementing kanban through-
out the Toyota facilities was a huge undertaking that took 
years to complete. To support visual management, Ohno 
enforced measures to create an orderly, clutter-free envi-
ronment where visual cues could remain clear and un-
obstructed. Today, Lean companies use a conceptual tool 
called 5S to create such an environment.

If all that has been described here sounds like an impos-
sible high-wire act, then you have understood it correctly. 
Perfecting a working environment that follows the Toyota 
Production System takes years of hard work, much of it 
trial and error, and calls for extraordinary discipline from 
every manager, engineer, supervisor and worker. This is an 
all-hands-on-deck journey that never ends. l

West Meets East and 
the Unbelievable

By the 1980s, the roles had reversed: American man-
ufacturers were struggling, and Japan had become the 
shining model. 

In 1991, Art Byrne assumed the role of CEO of Wire-
mold, an electrical components manufacturer outside 
Hartford, Connecticut. In one of his first conversations 
with the company’s vice president of finance, Orest Fiume, 
he told him that the standard cost approach of the compa-
ny was terrible and it had to go. 

The problem Byrne and Fiume had with standard cost 
accounting is that it drives decisions on the basis of past 
information, the proverbial managing through the rear-
view mirror approach. Furthermore, because it is driven 
by algorithms rather than real data, it often instills the 
wrong kind of thinking and, even worse, the wrong kind 
of action. 

Art Byrne: “Standard cost accounting drives compa-
nies to make things in big batches, and they absorb the 
overhead based on either the hours of the machines or 
the man-hours. And so what you find in most of those 
companies is near the end of the month or near the end 
of the quarter, people will be running machines that they 
don’t need to run at all. They don’t have any orders for the 
product, but that product has the most absorbtion hours in 
it and they want to make the financial month, and they’ll 
do things like that all the time. And so the fact is that by 
running them, all you are doing is building up inventory.”

This kind of formulaic thinking has very little connec-
tion with customer value.
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Art Byrne: “If you walk out on a shop floor, you can’t 

tell if you’re ahead or behind. The customer is never pres-
ent in a traditional manufacturing company. Instead of the 
customer being present, you have a forecast for the end of 
the month. So people spend their time trying to make the 
forecast even though it is not correct most of the time.”

Byrne wanted to create an environment where his man-
agers could monitor their real costs on a weekly or even a 
daily basis and make timely decisions that were based on 
how they could best help the bottom line of the company.

 Art Byrne: “You’re trying to improve the business 
moving forward. So when you want to establish targets, 
I think the most important thing is to try to pick those 
things that are going to have the most impact on changing 
the results going forward. Then run the business based on 
those targets.”

Keeping Score with Real Numbers
Working with goals and targets that were straightfor-

ward and devoid of extraneous information was the cor-
nerstone of Byrne’s management strategy. Byrne ran the 
Wiremold business using the following five metrics:

•	Customer service percentage: the proportion of 
orders that were shipped on time.

•	Productivity: the ratio of sales to worker hours.
•	Quality: the total reduction in defects compared with 

the previous period.
•	 Inventory turns: the ratio of cost of sales to average 

value of inventory.
•	Visual control: defined by the rules of 5S and 

judged by a quality team.
The Lean metrics Byrne was using differ from what 

many managers are used to in that they apply to value 
streams, not to internal entities within the company, and 
specifically target waste in those value streams. Increasing 
inventory turns, for example, reduces the wasteful ex-
pense of holding inventory, thus improving the efficiency 
achieved in a value stream. 

Leading on the Front Lines
Being a hands-on CEO should, according to Byrne, 

come with the territory. Byrne is also adamant that the 
Lean transformation has to be led from the top. One 
reason is that the change required is so fundamental that 
some things simply have to be decreed.

The CEO needs to be the champion of the Lean trans-
formation, clearly articulating the direction and removing 
the many barriers that inevitably come up. 

Art Byrne: “If you think about Lean simplistically and 
say this is the strategy, you say I’m trying to deliver more 

value to my customer, and in order to do that I have to 
change from batching to an organization where things flow. 
So all we were ever really trying to do was go from batch 
to flow. You could always see what you needed to do.” l

A New Way Out of Financial Crisis
Companies facing fiscal challenges are typically caught 

in a death spiral that is all about dollars: Creditors lose 
confidence and cut off the cash supply, the ability to 
deliver to customers weakens, customers defect and the 
cycle continues. 

In traditionally managed companies, the primary weap-
on is triage guided by the company’s financial statements. 
The company divests itself of the facilities, equipment or 
employees who are deemed to be creating the least profit. 
The information that drives these decisions, of course, 
comes from accounting.

From a Lean perspective, a key problem here is that the 
accounting information used to drive the decisions is only 
indirectly related to the activity that satisfies customer 
demand and makes money. Consequently, the information 
can be confusing, irrelevant or misleading.

One of the first accountants to take practical steps to 
solve this disconnect was Jean Cunningham, co-author 
with Orest Fiume of the book Real Numbers and one of 
the leading voices in Lean accounting.

Cunningham cites several reasons why traditional ac-
counting isn’t much help in a crisis. First of all, accounting 
reports are delivered after the fact and do not provide timely 
information that can help managers make quick decisions. 
Financial information can also be dangerously misleading. 

When a company is seeing a significant drop in sales, 
for example, traditional financial statements can understate 
the seriousness of the situation because of the way unsold 
inventory is reported. Another dangerous blind spot is that 
standard cost accounting obscures the line between fixed 
costs and variable costs, leading to poor decisions about 
discontinuing product lines.

Rescuing a Family Business from the Brink
When Dan Ariens took over the leadership of his 

family’s company, orders were declining, distributors were 
defecting and the company was sitting on a growing 
mountain of debt.

Dan Ariens: “I took over the business in 1998 as the 
CEO, and at that point we were in need of a turnaround 
… I would say we were a year away from closing shop.”

The Ariens Company began with rotary tillers and 

Soundview Executive Book Summaries®  5 www.summary.com  |  



SUMMARY: THE LEAN CEO

other farm equipment and then moved to the consumer 
market with a line of lawn mowers and snow blowers. 

In the period leading up to the recession of the early 
1990s, the company ran into financial difficulty. 

Dan Ariens: “The prior CEO had designed a bonus 
plan that rewarded people for absorbing more overhead, 
but of course this was creating income that wasn’t real. I 
took over with a ton of inventory on hand, two shifts of 
labor running and orders shrinking.”

Ariens had studied Lean principles and knew about the 
dangers of high inventories. Although his scope had been 
limited to plant operations, he was aware that there was 
more to Lean than what happens on the shop floor.

Dan Ariens: “... The lightbulb for me was understand-
ing what waste is and where it exists in organizations. 
It’s not the waste so much in the process of making the 
components –– it’s all the other things that go around 
to make them ready to make the component. From the 
design system, to the accounting system, to the manu-
facturing engineering system, and the process design and 
the processes themselves. There are many steps before you 
even drill the hole.”

Ariens’ insight that Lean was about more than manufac-
turing was pivotal and revealed the scope of change that 
had to be made to save the company. 

Dan Ariens: “It was a very stressful time, and we need-
ed that holistic approach to change the way we did busi-
ness, not just the way we manufactured. So I brought Lean 
to the whole company and really drove it hard from my 
vantage point and never let go. I was also very impatient 
with people who didn’t get it. I used to say we’re either 
going to change the people or change the people.”

The first efforts were in manufacturing, but the Lean 
journey quickly began to spread from the shop floor to 
the offices.

Workers, supervisors and managers had built their 
careers by making as many pieces as possible. However, 
creating flow often meant that people had to slow down. 
The idea of scaling down production to meet demand was 
counterintuitive to many in the company. 

Dan Ariens: “Today we have a group, and I think it’s 
the most innovative group in this company, that’s called 
the Ariens Right Size Machine Group. Through them, 
we make a lot of our own manufacturing equipment. We 
design it to go very slowly and make one piece at a time 
that fits within the demand pull.”

While the work processes continued to improve the 
performance of the company, Ariens had to keep the 

auditors and the bankers happy. Previous financial reports 
had many of the costs absorbed in inventory. With inven-
tories declining and fewer labor hours, overhead appeared 
to be increasing. 

Dan Ariens: “Our biggest challenge here was to get 
our auditors to understand what we were doing and to get 
a clean and approved audit so that we could keep banking. 
I think it’s very difficult to bridge that gap. The hardest 
thing internally was being able to allocate a real expense 
to a real owner, for instance, having a manager who owns 
the cost of powdered paint so that it’s not part of the 
overhead that flows through. As the question ‘Who’s going 
to own that?’ got more and more prevalent, we figured 
out how to quantify things like lubricants, Locktite and 
powder coating into our bills of materials.” 

Another aspect of the financial management that was 
holding them back was the piece rate incentive system. 
Being able to change a 35-year-old incentive process re-
quired a lot of trust.

Dan Ariens: “When I give talks about our Lean jour-
ney, I tell people that the biggest thing is that we have 
built a culture around here where we trust each other. 
When we have that, we know that we can take some risks 
on making changes in our plant. People are going to have 
a little patience and see it through, or they’re going to be 
part of the team that makes it all work out. Trust is such an 
important component to having a Lean culture.” l

Capacity Without Capital  
Expenditure

Manufacturing capacity represents a significant invest-
ment in facilities, equipment, support infrastructure and 
salaried employees, all of which show up as fixed costs in 
a company’s financials. Capacity utilization consequently 
becomes a bellwether for a company’s financial health. 

To forestall catastrophes, companies engage in various 
capacity planning exercises. The idea is to do the math 
carefully before investing in production-related resources, 
weighing a variety of options, such as outsourcing, part-
nerships, licensing and overtime. Financial analysts use a 
variety of formulas to quantify the risk factors and deter-
mine precisely how much capacity it is prudent to add.

The Achilles’ heel in all these calculations is dependence 
on the dubious art of demand forecasting. When the fore-
cast is way off, no magic formula can save the day. It is no 
surprise, then, that when a company is rendered insolvent 
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by a crisis in the economy, management is likely to blame 
“factors that nobody could have predicted.”

There is, of course, a very different way of approaching 
this, and the secret sauce in it is one of the basic tenets 
of Lean: Instead of buying capacity, build it over time by 
using existing resources and investments.

Identifying and eliminating waste is the method of 
choice for building capacity in a Lean environment. As 
results confirm again and again, Lean companies, through 
ongoing continuous improvement, free up significant 
amounts of plant space, equipment and employee hours 
and then grow into that freed-up capacity. The resulting 
“asset-light” business model leaves them far less weighed 
down by fixed costs and consequently far more resilient in 
economic downturns. l

A Realistic Approach to 
Worker Motivation

One of the most common marching orders for new 
leaders is to address a situation that is being presented as 
a workforce motivation problem. Conventional wisdom 
in the early 1900s was that the manager-worker relation-
ship was inherently adversarial and that the key weapons 
for ensuring a productive workforce were pay and threats. 
Psychological research since that time has shown that hu-
man motivation is far more complex than that. 

In his famous article “One More Time: How Do You 
Motive Employees?” the psychologist Frederick Herzberg 
cited numerous studies outlining a much more compre-
hensive view. In his two-factor theory Herzberg separated 
motivating factors from demotivating factors, which he 
called hygiene. True motivation, he argued, comes from 
conditions that cause an employee to feel challenged, 
trusted, recognized, valued, and able to learn and grow. 

The key here is that the motivators Herzberg cited are 
intrinsic to the work itself. Conversely, common HR mo-
tivators such as perks, shorter work hours, human relations 
training and employee counseling are extrinsic and conse-
quently do not create true motivation.

By these definitions, Lean creates the ideal environment 
for motivating workers. Recognition, variety, autonomy 
and the opportunity to learn are all intrinsic to the em-
ployee’s role in a culture of continuous improvement. Fur-
thermore, these aspects are not the results of an artificial 
intervention cooked up by an HR department or consul-
tant but are based on the real needs of the customer.

There are, however, two important caveats. Lean is hard 
work, and for the magic of motivation to kick in, there 

has to be the authenticity that can be achieved only when 
senior management truly believes and is directly involved. 
Also, motivation is not a cure-all for every production 
problem; management must be committed to listening to 
workers and providing the tools they need. l

Building Collaborative 
Management Teams

What may be the most important pillar of Lean is re-
spect for people. In mature Lean organizations, it is a given 
that managers are workers like their peers on the shop 
floor and need clear guidelines for their activities and the 
right tools and processes to be successful. Furthermore, 
managers in Lean organizations count on their superiors 
to help them improve and remove barriers that stand in 
their way.

This calls for a paradigm shift in the way an organization 
is run. First of all, it requires a significant culture change, 
particularly with managers who built their careers by 
practicing top-down autocratic management.

It also requires the removal of systemic barriers that pre-
vent employees at all levels from succeeding. Standard cost 
accounting and silos, for example, prevent cross-functional 
teamwork and often incentivize behavior that is contrary 
to the interest of creating customer value. Firefighting du-
ties and wasteful activities such as paperwork can prevent 
managers from spending time with and supporting their 
people. Lack of knowledge can be the biggest barrier.

These deficiencies are far less obvious than, say, the lack 
of a screwdriver on an assembly line, yet they are equally 
debilitating. Consequently, creating an environment where 
managers can succeed in a predictable way is one of the 
most challenging tasks for a Lean CEO. l

Putting People First
Bob Chapman, the chairman and CEO of the St. Lou-

is-based industrial machinery manufacturer Barry-Weh-
miller, initially saw Lean as “another quality fad” but very 
quickly saw the connection between Lean and people. 

Jerry Solomon, VP of finance, explains: “Bob was 
working with a group of people on the Guiding Princi-
ples of Leadership at the time. [The one-page document 
lays out the company’s core values, emphasizing trust, 
respect for individuals, teamwork and the importance of 
each and every employee having a meaningful role in the 
company.] ... Bob came to the realization that the Guid-
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ing Principles of Leadership are absolutely of paramount 
importance, but there really is no, for lack of a better word, 
delivery mechanism or no distribution system with which 
to deliver them throughout the company. And Lean was a 
wonderful delivery mechanism if done right... By inte-
grating the two, we could have a sustainable model that 
really brings the respect for people element that is sorely 
missing in a lot of Lean transformations.”

Bob Chapman: “We decided that we were going to 
approach Lean very differently. In fact, we decided that 
the word Lean gave the wrong message. Instead, we called 
it L3, an acronym for Living Legacy of Leadership. This 
reflects our principles, so we built our own process around 
Lean based on that idea.”

The vision document, subtitled “The Merger of the 
Guiding Principles of Leadership and Lean Enterprise,” 
reinforces the Living Legacy of Leadership, with emphasis 
on pillars of Lean culture such as respect for workers, con-
tinuous improvement, cross-functional cooperation and 
daily communication. 

As Chapman points out, the vision bets strongly on the 
sincere desire of people to make a positive contribution 
in the workplace. In other words, if a company removes 
the barriers that prevent employees from realizing their 
potential, the employees will do the rest. Furthermore, 
Chapman is adamant that providing fulfilling work for 
employees must be the number one objective that trumps 
all others: Treating people well cannot be a means to some 
other end. l

Building the Learning Organization
Transforming an organization to one that truly learns 

and adapts is a demanding proposition for the manage-
ment team. To succeed, the CEO must provide clear 
direction for employees and at the same time accept an 
atmosphere of considerable uncertainty. Piloting a ship 
decisively is tough when you do not know the route.

One thought leader who has studied this role carefully 
is Kevin Meyer. Trained as an engineer, he became a Lean 
consultant. He spent eight years as president of Specialty 
Silicone Fabricators (SSF), a midsize medical-device fab-
ricator. Although his prior experience in engineering and 
with medical devices gave him a good understanding of 
the company’s processes, Meyer knew that the knowledge 
the employees had accumulated was critical to any strategy. 

Kevin Meyer: “The people had much more experi-
ence with the company and the product than I did. They 
could come up with solutions that were better than what I 
could just order based on other backgrounds.”

Lean thinking was new to the employees, however, and 
Meyer needed to have them on board to move forward. 

Kevin Meyer: “I don’t think it’s possible for an organi-
zation that hasn’t been exposed to a Lean operation to re-
ally see it. They can hear, ‘Yeah, we can reduce cycle time 
and waste,’ and all those kinds of things, but Lean is one of 
those things you’ve got to experience to truly understand 
the power ... Most of the time, I guided people and they 
learned. And I think the Lean transformation may have 
taken longer because of that, but I think it became more 
rooted in the culture then.” l

Conclusion
Lean sets the bar high for CEO accountability. In brief, 

Lean CEOs
• Are active on the front lines;
• Are stewards of a companywide transformation;
• Create a culture of trust and empowerment;
• Exercise discipline and constancy of purpose.
There are many ways of explaining why lean organiza-

tions achieve extraordinary results. The two primary rea-
sons for Lean success stand out: Lean brings out the best 
in people, and Lean gets leaders in touch with reality.

As organizations face the burning platforms inherent 
in a global economy, the community-building aspects of 
Lean may prove to be even more important than Lean’s 
utility at cutting waste.

In the end, Lean is about people. As many Lean CEOs 
have said, once people get behind a purpose, there is no 
limit to what they can do. l
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RECOMMENDED READING LIST                                

If you liked The Lean CEO, you’ll also like:
 
1. Design to Grow by Linda Tischler, David Butler. The authors share the 
successes and failures of Coca-Cola as this large, global company learned 
to use design to create both scale and agility.

2. Extreme Productivity by Robert C. Pozen. Pozen reveals the secrets to 
workplace productivity and high performance.

3. The Toyota Way by Jeffrey Liker. Liker describes Toyota’s radical system 
for speeding up business and service processes, reducing waste and 
improving quality.


