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Since Creating a Lean Culture was first published in 2005 I’ve been asked many 

times by corporate executives or internal lean leaders to provide lean training for 

senior executives “to get them on board,” either at the start or along the way in their 

lean initiatives. (I counsel against this approach, though the requests continue.)  

 

Around 2008, internal lean leaders began approaching me, at conferences or other 

events, expressing anxiety about losing senior executives’ support for continuing their 

lean initiatives, even when initiative goals were being met. Typically, the lean leader 

would have conducted gemba walks with senior executives, but failed to spark their 

engagement with lean.  

 

Could these two kinds of conversations be related? 

 

Think about it. Executives’ time is pressured and precious. A training session or 

simulation exercise takes time they’ll never get back. If we’re honest, executives 

attend lean training sessions under duress, because an authority has required it.  

 

I have never met a senior executive interested in gemba walking to become a lean 

implementer. Yet, that’s how lean practitioners learned lean, so that’s how they’ve 

attempted to teach – and engage – their execs. Big mistake: Learning the arcana of 

lean’s industrial engineering tools isn’t going to help executives have a better or more 

effective day at work, one that moves them closer to their goals. Becoming a lean 

practitioner simply is not meaningful to corporate executives. They don’t see how this 

expertise will help them succeed. 

 

So, what is meaningful about lean to execs? I suggest it is being able to answer two 

questions about responsibilities unique to senior leaders: Has the lean strategy, on 

which their annual improvement goals are now based, been faithfully and effectively 

deployed through their chain of command? Can they be confident in their own 

knowledge of their organization’s lean deployment and its success, independent of the 

inevitably sanitized reports that filter upward, often after it’s too late to intervene in 

disappointing outcomes? These questions address responsibilities unique to senior 

executives: the integrity of their chain of command in executing the firm’s strategy, 

and the strategy’s success in their realm of responsibility. 

 

A lean management system, such as described in Creating a Lean Culture, directly 

reflects the health of the underlying lean strategy and fidelity of its implementation 
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through the chain of command. Further, assessing the effectiveness of lean 

management is readily grasped, usually a brief, one-trial learning experience guided 

by a one-page assessment worksheet, initially with a coach. Execs review (and rate) 

straightforward visual controls, and engage front line staff and supervisors with 

worksheet questions focused three core dimensions of lean management: actual 

versus expected production, accountability for completing improvement tasks, and 

leader standard work of the area supervisor or other leader.  

 

At the outset of the initial session, or gemba walk, to assess the health of lean 

management, the coach (usually an internal lean expert, regardless of formal rank) 

presents the rationale for executives assessing the health of the lean management 

system. The rationale, on a one-page handout explains the one-to-one connection 

between health of lean management and health of lean production. It goes on to refer 

to the two responsibilities unique to executives - the integrity of their chain of 

command and the success of the lean strategy in their function or area. The rationale 

concludes with the assertion that by learning to directly assess the health of the lean 

management system, executives are likely to experience a better day at work, a point 

to which I’ll return. 

 

In the assessment gemba walks, executives rate an area based on their observation of 

the state of the visuals, front line staff and supervisor’s explanation of their use of the 

visuals, and their discussion of how lean tools, visuals, and leader standard work have 

or haven’t helped drive improvement. Or, are the front line staff and leaders unable to 

carry this conversation, dissembling, without enthusiasm, uninformed about gains, 

unable to describe the processes involved?  

 

Walking out of the area, the lean coach asks the exec how s/he rated the area. Then 

and there the coach compares what s/he has observed in the area with the exec’s 

ratings, pointing out key features s/he observed. The coach’s rating is usually 

significantly lower than the executive’s initial rating on the worksheet’s self-

describing 5-point rating scale.  

 

This creates a teachable moment. Execs are competitive and achievement oriented. 

My experience is that executives are quick studies, motivated to excel, and so absorb 

the lessons in this teachable moment. After their initial experience, their subsequent 

ratings on the same dimension in a different work area typically closely agree with 

those of the lean expert/coach. The execs have learned, and can apply their new 

knowledge. 

 

With this ability to directly assess the health of the front line lean management 

system, executives can assess for themselves the integrity of their chain of command 

in deploying the lean strategy. If the front line team member or her supervisor cannot 

explain the application of the lean strategy at their level, this is diagnostic of the 

integrity of the executive’s chain of command. The problem is not the front line 

worker or leader, but rather somewhere between the front line and the executive, the 

chain of deployment has failed. 
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It is the executive’s responsibility, often aided by those who support the lean 

initiative, to seek out the subordinate who appears to be the weak or broken link, and 

have a conversation that resets, teaches, and reinforces expectations for the 

subordinate leader’s performance in the lean initiative. Further, the exec follows up, 

testing for evidence of corrective action at the front line in another area within the 

span of the underperforming subordinate leader. If there is no evidence of corrective 

action – or at least its beginning – it is the executive’s sole responsibility to initiate 

appropriate performance improvement action.  

 

Executives are only human. They don’t like spending time that seems unlikely to 

provide direct benefits, a return on invested time. Sitting in a training session on an 

arcane subject, usually in a passive role, is unlikely to light a fire for lean among 

executives. It’s not their thing; no immediate benefit for them is spelled out, only 

more reports to digest and more distraction for them and their staffers. It does not 

promise a better, more effective day at work for them. Someone somewhere in the 

firm might benefit some day. But not me, not today. 

 

Is it right for executives to react this way to an hour, a half-day, or more of lean 

training? Right or not, it’s 100% predictable.  In the same way, is it right for execs to 

resist gemba walks where they are assumed to be apprentices whose task is to learn to 

be lean implementers?  

 

Stepping back for a moment, consider their human tendency to show interest in what 

might benefit them, but resist engagement with things that show no promise of 

benefiting them. Indeed, with anyone asked to do something new or different, the 

omnipresent but usually unspoken reaction is: “What’s in it for me? Why should I 

want to do this?” 

 

So, is it any wonder they resist being approached by lean leaders as though they are 

apprentice lean implementers. There is no compelling answer to “what’s in it for 

me?” And they have much more pressing responsibilities than being trained in 

something someone else thought they should know. No wonder neither approach to 

engagement is effective; no wonder so many executives fail to engage with the lean 

initiative. For them it’s an abstraction that won’t help them be more successful, meet 

their responsibilities, and have a better day at work.  

 

What to do instead. Identify a promising area with an interested leader. It could be 

anywhere; in an office, a hospital, technical professional, or physical production area. 

Ask about problems in the area. As a competent lean practitioner, you’ll have tools 

and thinking to reduce or eliminate the first problem. Put lean management visuals 

and leader standard work in place to reflect the improvements. Local performance 

will improve, local leaders and front line staff will be pleased, and lean management 

will identify the next problems to attack and eliminate. Shortly, you’ll have a live 

demonstration of impact on the business, with leaders and frontline staff ready to 

show and tell about what they’ve accomplished.  

 

Now you can introduce executives to gemba walking the lean management system, 

with real illustrations of what actual practice looks like. You can talk with your exec 
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about how those practices might be improved while honing his/her ability to assess 

the core elements in lean management. Typically, execs begin to ask for help in 

applying lean tools and lean management in their own areas responsibility. Internal 

lean leaders will have plenty to do, responding to naturally occurring engagement 

with lean. Lean engagement in this context is a naturally occurring, and naturally 

expanding byproduct of lean application. 


