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Learn to be lean to make progress

By ROBERT OH 

IF you are in high-tech business, you know the road ahead is a tough one. Many high-tech companies now realise they need to re-learn how to drive productivity and leverage their people more to become leaner - in other words, take out the fat and reduce costs while becoming more responsive and agile. But not many are clear about just how to do it.

Few would disagree about the need to become leaner. Some businesses may feel they have already arrived, having undergone restructuring, layoffs and doing what needed to be done. So there's no fat, no waste left to take out - or so they believe.

I would suggest they have much to learn from industry leaders like Dell and Toyota who remain shining examples where lean thinking and lean culture thrive and continue to widen their advantage over competitors.

A humble beginning in the journey to becoming lean is to ensure that every employee knows how to 'see' waste which they will help eliminate. Studies have shown that waste adds up to as much as 20 to 30 per cent or more of a company's expenses. Believe it or not, every company has waste - more likely more than less.

Cast your eyes around your office or plant and start by identifying all those processes with just too many steps in them, the countless approvals that are required, the scores of hand-offs needed and requiring too much paperwork. 

Think about the re-work that goes on because of quality problems, mistakes or use of wrong information; refunds made because of bad quality; materials that are damaged; and management escalations that should never have occurred in the first place.

Consider the waste due to critical resources that end up waiting; idle time due to bottlenecks, equipment failure, delayed sign-offs and so on; inactive personnel monitoring automated equipment and doing nothing else; teams assembled and waiting for the green light - can you afford all this?

Look at almost any customer centre serving the public and you will find half the employees much more productive than the other half. Why not train them up on the existing best practices and bring them up to speed?

Visualise the productivity losses whenever employees search for things - files, documents, tools and so on. It all adds up; a little for each employee, a lot lost to the organisation. An orderly work environment does wonders for efficiency.

The one that tops it all are non-lean behaviours. Marginal motivation or a lack of morale and teamwork can be a cause of huge productivity losses. Don't spend big bucks to buy the latest and the greatest to raise productivity when all you have to do is to work these areas through.

The good news is there is a tried and tested method to fix this. MIT researchers studied Toyota's culture and production methods to understand what makes this company tick. Their findings were extraordinary - they found there were many fundamental differences compared with traditional production practices.

The approach emphasises waste elimination, shortening of lead times, continuous problem solving by every employee, converting from batch to single-piece processing, and the use of 'visual' methods to keep everyone abreast of the progress of their teams and capture their attention all the time. The researchers coined the term LEAN to describe such operations.

In the last several years, services sector companies looking for new methods to streamline operations have adopted LEAN. Their industries range from banking, insurance, logistics, air travel, media and of course high-tech sector. For examples of successful LEAN application check out: www.eagles-wings.info success.html www.labs.bt.com docimages/70310/70310.pdf

LEAN emphasises tapping the power within your people. Leverage their ideas and suggestions. Let your workforce participate in rapid improvement efforts. Celebrate successes, even the small ones. Create a ground swell. Give employees a clear vision and sense of purpose and they will stop expending their efforts on the things that do not really matter to your company.

Any activity that does not create value for your customer is waste and should be halted. These efforts should go where it helps most to raise your business performance.

Some forward looking companies have already brought in LEAN consultants and hired top echelon managers who understand LEAN to drive unprecedented change, eliminate waste, raise morale and cut costs. These companies are set to become the future leaders in the new economy.

The writer is Robert Oh founder and principal consultant of the regional LEAN management consulting firm, Eagles Wings (www.eagles-wings.info)
