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Trials for Toyota—

An indictment of the ‘Lean’ approach?

In the Lean approach to continuous process
improvement, Toyota figures prominently.
Toyota is often credited with refining the work
of Walter Shewhart, W. Edwards Deming and
others to create what is known today as the
Toyota Production System, or Lean manufac-
turing.

The tools, methods and cultural orientation of
Lean are now widely applied to office process
improvement efforts throughout the private
sector and more recently in the public sector,
including Minnesota.

With the recent news, it seems a fair question
to ask: Are the recent troubles facing Toyota a
failure of process and/or people, or are they
an indictment of the very elements of being
‘Lean’?

While the full story continues to unfold, it is
apparent that there were, indeed, process fail-
ures. Somehow, defects, one of the “Seven

Wastes” made it into the assembly stream of their
automobiles and continued for an extended period
of time. Beyond the initial defect, it is clear that the
appropriate quality checks called for in Lean stan-
dard work failed to identify the defect as part of a
quality assurance process.

It is likely a people failure as well. In a recent edito-
rial, The Los Angeles Times concluded, “Toyota's
response to this issue has been too slow and conser-
vative for its own good -- or its customers. The
number and variety of reports...pointed to broader
problems than the automaker was willing to ac-
knowledge.”

But what about the system itself? Do these events
indicate a fatal flaw in the very essence of the Lean
approach?

Respected business writer David Olive of the To-
ronto Star counters that. He suggests that the trou-
ble is that Toyota abandoned its Lean principles as

(continued on page 2)

MnDOT Kaizen Focuses on
Design Exception Process

A Department of Transportation Kaizen on Feb.
1-5 sought to reduce by 50 percent the time it
takes to process design exceptions. Over the last
seven years, DOT has received an average of 17
projects with design exceptions each year.

The Kaizen team realized that the current proc-
ess is cumbersome and may even discourage
some districts from pursuing a design exception.

The team identified a need to engage district
offices earlier in the design exception process
and develop consistent quality expectations at
the district level. The team is expecting an in-
creased number of design exceptions based on a
more flexible process.

Front row: Dan Prather, Jim Rosenow, Jeff Brunner, Terry Humbert,
Glen Ellis.

Back: Brian Hogge, Giles Abbe, Tom O’Keefe, Dave Nyquist, John
Chiglo.

Before the Kaizen event, the process steps involved long
wait times and districts lacked guidance on the require-
ments for the design exception process. With newly estab-
lished response time guidelines, enhanced training and a
streamlined review process, the new process will be 85
percent faster and rely on less paper.
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it built itself into a global powerhouse and fell
prey to the same “big-company disease” that
humbled General Motors.

“As Toyota quickly ramped up production of
its vehicles, its employees strayed from the
automaker’s ‘Toyota Way’ of exacting quality
control and continuous improvement in
manufacturing methods,” Olive wrote.

Is there a moral to this story?

First Row: Patrick, Mary, Cheryl, Meg, Anna, Sondra.
Second: Anne, Karmel, Aaron, Linda, Claire, Kathleen, Darleen.
Third: Mark, Dan, Hector, Kurt, Andrew, Paul, Jeff.

May 18 - Lean 101 Training
May 19 & 20 - Kaizen Facilitator Training

Register Now!
Registration is on a first come, first served basis.

“There is nothing so useless as doing efficiently
that which should not be done at all.”

Peter Drucker

The most likely take-away is that organiza-
tional performance arises from a melding of
purpose, people and process. Lean tools and
methods have been and will continue to be
valuable to any organization that is concerned
about improving quality and productivity while
managing cost.

But the cautionary tale is that any organiza-
tion, even those ‘that wrote the book,” can fal-
ter if they lose focus on the fundamentals of
the Lean approach.

Lean Training in High Demand

The Office of Continuous Improvement
welcomed 20 newly certified Lean Kaizen
Facilitators on Jan. 27, 2010.

The new facilitators attended a two-day
Kaizen Facilitator training session to help
lead Lean transformation at their individ-
ual agencies.

The Office of Continuous Improvement’s
April training sessions filled quickly; addi-
tional training opportunities will be avail-
able in May.

Lean 101 will be offered on May 18, 2010
and Kaizen Facilitator training on May 19-
20, 2010. Contact us now to register!

Thank you for your interest and participation in improving the effi-
ciency of Minnesota state government operations. If you have further
questions, comments or would like to set up a Lean improvement
event, please contact Tom Baumann at Tom.Baumann@state.mn.us.

This material can be given to you in a different format such as large
print, Braille, or audio tape or disk by calling 651-201-2555. Custom-
ers with a hearing or speech disability may call us through the Minne-
sota Relay Service at 711 or 800-627-3529, or via email at
admin.info@state.mn.us.

Visit www.lean.state.mn.us to learn more.
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