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Getting Lean back on track 
 

What is the major challenge facing those of us engaged in Lean education? In my view, it is the 

need to fix the broken education model by which Lean is taught if this subject is to be taken 

seriously by the majority of business leaders. 

 

It was academia which gave us the term “Lean” over a quarter of a century ago, the result of the 

MIT study (International Motor Vehicle Program) which, in turn, evolved into the book, The 

Machine That Changed The World1.  This is a long time in anyone’s calendar, and as Lean was 

brought to us by academia it would be reasonable to assume that in 2016: 

• Every MBA course in the world would have as its foundations Lean principles, and not see 

the subject as a mildly interesting side line; 

• Every Dean of every business school would have published around 20 useful papers which 

expanded our knowledge and understanding; 

• 99% of managers and leaders would have a visceral and working knowledge of Lean with 

the ability to mentor and coach their people to ever greater levels of performance. 

Sadly, none of the above have come to pass. 

 

After the shockwaves following the book’s publication things returned to normal and it was only 

when Lean Thinking2 came out in 1996 that several of Toyota’s competitors (Ford included) finally 

got the message and decided to create their own Production System in an attempt to catch up.  

From my experience, these systems were the result of some serious cherry picking, with much of 

the people-related “soft bits” consigned to the too-difficult bin.  For example, the Ford Production 

System (FPS) only concerned itself with the manufacturing process and the in-bound supply chain 

up to the point-of-fit in the final assembly plants.  What was even worse was that Lean Thinking 

was not seen as something which applied to Sales & Marketing, Finance, Purchasing, IT, HR or even 

the leadership. The restricted thinking in these early attempts to go Lean may have been 

responsible for the popular but misleading and diminutive term, “Lean Manufacturing”, and why so 

many still see Lean as just another process-improvement methodology of last resort. 

 

Building the right perceptions of Lean in the wider population will require a better, broader 

definition, one that has some degree of consensus.  Trawl any of the watering holes that discuss 

Lean from LinkedIn to Lean.org and you will find little, if any consensus around a helpful definition.  

A while back I posed the question in Lean.org, “Do we really know what Lean is?” I included five 

thought-starter questions to help the dialogue:  

• Do we, today, have consensus around a clear and useful definition of Lean? My experience of 

discussions in this and other forums is that there is little consensus and the divergence seems 

to be increasing, perhaps even among the gurus. 

• Is Lean just another in a long line of improvement methodologies only to be considered when 

an organisation is staring down a precipice, or is it perhaps the most significant advance in 

our thinking of how a good leader should think, believe, act and behave? 

• Should Lean remain the preserve of a narrow band of specialists, or should it be the bedrock 

of any leadership/management-development education? 

• Can any organisation in this hyper-competitive global environment afford to have a 

leadership that does not think, believe and act in a Lean way? 
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• Is there a critical element of Lean which has to do with the leaders' integrity and ethics, but 

which we do not like to discuss in polite Lean society? 

 

In terms of responses, here are a few: 

“There have been too many discussions in this forum about this question. I would just as soon not 

go down that road again. “ 

“My opinion is that currently there is no universally accepted definition of Lean. I believe that 

without a definition, your other questions cannot logically be answered.” 

“My opinion (is) that the world of Lean has become so obscured by experts that the fundamentals 

have become lost.” 

“This discussion thread can go round and round as have many before without moving us any closer 

to an answer. As a result, everyone defines lean in their own way and no one can say that one is 

better or worse than another. Which raises two questions: 

1. Who could define a standard? 

2. Does this even matter?” 

“I think if you debate the essence of anything long enough, some differences of opinion are going 

to start to appear. Academics seem to love debating what Lean is while true practitioners of Lean 

seem to love teaching by doing. I would suggest that there's something to be learned there.” 

 

While accepting that one can have interminable arguments about what any term might mean, it 

seems imperative to me that Lean practitioners and educators should share a common 

understanding of what this body of knowledge actually involves.  To develop a useful definition, we 

need to ask ourselves several questions: 

• Is Lean a niche subject best left to specialists or is it the foundation of the best way to 

develop tomorrow’s leaders? 

• Is Lean just an improvement methodology focused on manufacturing, operations or the 

supply chain, or is it, perhaps, the most significant advance in our understanding of how a 

good supervisor/manager/leader should act and behave? 

• How differently would a Marketing or IT or Finance or Purchasing or HR professional behave 

if they had a good grounding in Lean? 

 

One of the great business leaders of the 20th Century, was Konosuke Matsushita.  When I joined 

FPS, I was made aware of the speech he made in 1979 to a visiting group of senior managers who 

had come to Japan to understand the Japanese miracle.  Not one to mince his words Matsushita-

san’s suggestion that their minds were still trapped by Taylorism and Scientific Management must 

have felt like the proverbial knee in the groin.  Although this quote may now be considered old hat, 

“Your firms are built on the Taylor model; even worse, so are your heads.  For you, the essence of 

management is getting the ideas out of the heads of the bosses into the hands of labour. 

 

We are beyond the Taylor model: business, we know, is now so complex and difficult, the survival of 

firms so hazardous in an environment increasingly unpredictable, competitive and fraught with 

danger, that their continued existence depends on the day-to-day mobilisation of every ounce of 

intelligence. 

For us, the core of management is precisely this art of mobilising and pulling together the intellectual 

resources of all employees in the service of the firm.” 
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I personally feel that his advice (largely ignored) still rings true today and resonates with my 

understanding of Lean.  Here is a reminder of what he said in that memorable speech: 

 

 

Based on his challenging words, I offer a definition of Lean: 

“The art of mobilising and pulling together the intellectual resources of all employees in the service 

of the firm, so that through learning by everyone and continual improvement, the organisation 

delivers products and services of the highest quality that benefit society, produced and delivered 

with the minimum of energy lost through Muda, Mura and Muri.” 

 

Obviously Lean leadership is central to this definition, and yet, one of the major obstructions to 

creating Lean leaders is academia itself in the form of the business schools and their obsession with 

the MBA.  A few years back I Googled the number of business schools in the world.  9000 was the 

number then, and I guesstimate they produce between one and three million new MBAs every 

year.  That represents a lot of revenue, which might be put at risk and so inhibit any Dean from 

radically changing this degree and the way it is taught by making Lean its foundation.  A few brave 

institutions (e.g. Cardiff, Buckingham and Lancaster) have introduced Lean post-graduate courses, 

but these run the risk of marginalising the individuals within the organisation rather than 

developing them as Lean leaders.   

 

How has this situation come about?  A fascinating book, The Puritan Gift3, by the brothers Hopper 

(Kenneth & William) offers some interesting insights.  The authors attribute the 2007/8 financial 

crash to bad management caused by the abandonment of the “Gift” which had help the USA 

overtake the UK as the “workshop of the world” and dominate manufacturing till the middle of the 

last century.  According to the book, the gift was generously given to the Japanese after WWII and 

then abandoned in the USA as their industry was seduced by the siren call of the Business schools 

who claimed they could develop better managers faster through the largely academic route: the 

MBA.  The popularity of the degree has increased, because it is allied to fast-tracking, (a practice 

introduced after WWII to fill dead men’s shoes) thereby encouraging many organisations to 

promote on the basis of promise rather than performance.  The four aspects of the Gift were: 

• The need to serve a higher purpose; 

• An aptitude for and respect of mechanical skills; 

• A moral outlook that subordinated the interests of the individual to those of the group; and 

• An ability to assemble, galvanise and marshal financial, material and human resources to a 

single purpose. 

 

These aspects seem to be the basis of the leadership philosophy developed by Toyota and in 

contrast to what is being taught in the MBAs.  How many, for example, are taught to focus on a 

higher purpose rather than develop an obsession with shareholder value or their own 

remuneration? 

 

Since support for Lean from the Business schools could be best described as lukewarm, we, Lean 

educators, follow a broken model, ignoring the maxim of influencing future leaders when they are 

young and impressionable.  Instead, typically, we are called in to an organisation when it sees a 

desperate need for change.  How many honest Lean consultants are brave enough to suggest that 

Lean would not bring any lasting benefits unless the leadership are involved, and are in the 
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vanguard coaching the change?  Imagine the scene in the CEO’s office with a Lean enthusiast trying 

to convince him or her to dabble in this strange stuff.  The CEO looks around at the trappings of 

success and wonders why there is any needs to change their behaviour.  Is this the main reason 

why, after a quarter of a century, Lean has still not been absorbed into the core of leadership 

thinking?  Some business-school academics, such as Datar, Garvin and Cullen4, raised some 

concerns about what was being taught, but not enough to scan the horizon for what was 

represented by Lean.   

 

The Lean Toolbox (Bicheno & Holweg) presents Lean as a very inclusive tent under which you will 

find many methodologies (e.g. SCM, Six Sigma, TOC, TPM, and TRIZ) which are more normally seen 

as competing approaches trying to win the attention of the big chief. Thanks to the absence of a 

good keel provided by academia, the ring-fencing of each methodology rather than looking for 

synergies, is the result of the very competitive nature of consultancy: how can I spice up my 

offering to gain your attention?  If we can reach a level of consensus (through some industrial-

strength nemawashi?), perhaps we might be able to migrate the majority of opinions towards the 

Bicheno-Holweg perspective and break down these annoying artificial barriers.  Going a step 

further, we might even build a border around Lean which is about an inch high to encourage future 

generations to add to this body of knowledge rather than allowing it to calcify as an increasingly 

irrelevant theology. 

 

Our knowledge of Lean owes a lot to the work of Toyota but I believe the Lean movement should 

spread its net wider (as I understand Toyota does though the research done by its coaches).  For 

example, there are several leaders and organisations whose behaviours have impressed me over 

the years, and which resonate with Lean.  In addition to Matsushita-san here are a few: 

• Robert Townsend (Up the Organisation) at Avis, when Avis was No2 and had to try harder; 

• Delta Airlines: probably the most stable and profitable airline in the 70s and 80, particularly 

when David Garrett was CEO.  Since then what went wrong? 

• Scandinavian Airlines System (SAS) when Jan Carlzon was CEO and how he created the 

“moments of truth” which are so fundamental to Lean Service. Again, what went wrong? 

• Timpson: Upside Down Management.  How do they flourish when the entry level into this 

sector (Porter’s Five Forces) is negligible? 

• Marriott’s and their Spirit to 

Serve. 

 

Sticking with Toyota for a moment, 

here is a company that has avoided 

the usual bias towards technology 

in favour of an emphasis on 

leadership and what might be 

regarded as the “soft bits” that are 

often ignored.  I have had the 

privilege of a number of 

conversations with Joe McGrath, 

until recently Master Coach at 

Toyota Burnaston.  As a coach, Joe 

has had to interpret his role in   
Fig. 1 
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relation to the Toyota Production System (TPS) and its emphasis on continuous improvement and a 

respect for people.  Joe’s Motivating People System is included in Fig.1 and shows how consistent, 

congruent leaders are at the heart of TPS. 

  

My own experience of working at as a Lean educator, both in the workplace (Ford, Edwards) and 

more recently as a lecturer in HE (Visiting Professor at IITB Bombay) has led me to emphasise the 

central importance of the “soft bits”.   For example, Hoshin Kanri is being slowly recognised as a 

good way to develop and deploy strategies that will help the organisation survive and prosper.  But 

is there also something hidden in the Hoshin process which we cannot see because of our 

mechanistic approach to Lean?  Does Hoshin also help break 

down the stratification of language in an organisation as 

identified by John Warfield in his book Societal Systems5?  

How does someone from the Gemba who may not be 

educated to the same level understand terms like “shareholder 

value” or “activity based costing”?  During my lectures at IIT 

Bombay, I challenge my students to think of how they would 

talk to “Babu-ji”, the guy on the shop floor with not much 

education but years of experience and acquired skills.  Babu-ji 

was inspired by the mochi, (a strong memory from my 

childhood) who sat in his small stall on the pavement outside 

the main gates of IIT Bombay, repairing shoes and umbrellas.  

No MBA, but he had to make a profit from his work to put food 

on the table every night.  A one-man business, that mochi 

would have a lot in common with the people of the Gemba 

who are rarely consulted about the wastes they see daily or 

trained in how to minimise them. 

 

But perhaps the most debilitating result of this Lean bias towards technology and the “tools” is that 

polite Lean society tends to ignore the elephant in the room; that of whether the right leadership 

behaviour is a fundamental element of Lean.  Can an organisation be Lean if the CEO is unaware 

that the people on the shop floor are attached to pedometers and are treated like robots?  Or take 

the example of VW (no schadenfreude here).  It would surprise me if they had not copied Toyota 

with their own Production System, but where the CEO, Martin Winterkorn, had to resign over the 

cheat-device affair.  In both cases these leaders played the Nelson gambit of “seeing no ship” or 

were truly ignorant of questionable practices in their organisations because of a glaring lack of 

Genchi Genbutsu!  Can an organisation claim it is applying Lean principles if its leadership does not 

think, believe, act and behave in a Lean manner?  Does a Lean leader have to have levels of ethics, 

integrity and trust which are not that common today as demonstrated by the financial meltdown of 

2008/9?  Has shareholder value taken such a hold on the majority of managers that the prime aim 

of an organisation is to make a profit by every (legal if not ethical) means possible, or should Lean 

Thinking emphasise the importance of making a profit by providing a product or service that 

enhances society?  Should Lean get closer to TPS and Toyota’s philosophy of Monozukuri? 

 

I believe Lean is at a point in its development when it should take a long hard look at what it has 

achieved and its shortcomings.  In summary, we as Lean educators would do well to ask ourselves 

the following questions: 

 
The Mochi 
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• Does Lean remain a peripheral subject of some interest to specialists and consultants only 

called in when the proverbial is seen hitting the fan, or is it the foundation of any management 

education and development programme? 

• Can we agree that Lean is not just another improvement methodology, but, perhaps, the most 

significant advance in our understanding of how a good leader should think, believe, act and 

behave? 

• Can we develop a consensus on a broader definition of Lean which goes beyond the application 

of Toyota’s toolbox and looks at the subject from a leader’s perspective? 

• “Give me the boy until he is seven and I will show you the man”: can we begin Lean education 

and the encouragement of Systems Thinking at an earlier age: undergraduate or even at school? 

• Can this education include areas which have been largely ignored such as Finance, Purchasing, 

Sales & Marketing, HR and IT: how would these professionals think and behave with a sound 

grounding in Lean? 

• Can we recognise that Lean is not best learnt exclusively in the classroom but through 

experiential learning backed up by good mentoring: the 70/20/10 approach6? 

• Lean owes a lot to Toyota but does it need to spread its net wider and understand other great 

historical examples of good leadership? 

• Can we persuade the majority of business schools that their MBAs are, perhaps, past their “sell-

by” unless they are based on a good Lean foundation? 

• Can we begin to discuss openly the ethics, integrity and trust essential in a good leader? 

 

If we don’t confront these questions the elephant will take up more and more space in the 

boardroom. 
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