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When is the right time to become ‘Lean’?

“The best time to plant a tree is 40 years ago;
the second best time is today.”

While this is an old forestry saying, its meta-
phorical strength is indisputable.

Trees provide social, economic and environ-
mental value. Although some benefit is pro-

vided immediately, it takes a long time to realize

their full value.

However, to simply rue the fact that 40 years
ago someone did not plant a tree ignores our

ability and opportunity to rectify that condition

by taking action today.

Similarly, instituting and growing a continuous

process improvement (CPI) program provides
some immediate benefits, but it takes time to
fully develop and mature.

Wouldn’t we be better off today if those before us
had planted and nurtured a comprehensive CPI
program? Obviously.

But, unless we have Dr. Emmett Brown’s DeLorean
with a 1.5 jigawatt converter, we will not be able to
travel 40 years back in time to start a Lean pro-
gram. What, then, are our options?

Minnesota state government, fortunately, is several
years ahead of where it would have been if we were
still waiting for “just the right time” to plant that
tree. Yet, there are still some who say, “We don’t
have time for this,” or, “We have severe budget cuts
and less staff, so how can we be expected to take
this on?”

Such responses beg the question: “What are you
doing to manage declining budgets and staff cuts
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Commerce improves insurance filing process

Before an insurance company can sell a product
in Minnesota, it must first receive approval from
the Department of Commerce that it is compliant
with state and federal policy for business prac-
tices. When product files are submitted, they
frequently contain errors. Analysts must then
send an objection letter to the company.

With 3,000 insurance product files received by
the agency annually, the insurance product filing
unit was overwhelmed by the long process time
and a huge backlog. The Commerce team con-
ducted a Kaizen event that will result in a 65 per-
cent improvement by creating a standard process
and communicating response deadlines to insur-
ance companies.

Before the Kaizen event, the process steps

Insurance filing Kaizen team
Front row: Robert Rivera, Tammy Lohmann, Lisa Most,
Julie Lee, Joni Proffitt, Aurelia Gordon and Bob Boyce.

involved long wait times and rework as companies re-
sponded to the objections and analysts wrote the final dis-
position report to the company. With required response
deadlines and a streamlined review process, companies
should receive the final disposition report in less than half
the time than prior to the Kaizen.
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at a time of increasing demand for services?
If you have found a solution better than Lean,
we would like to hear it and share it with oth-

ers.

Implementing Lean, or CPI, is not about crea-

ting new work; it is about figuring out the best
way to do the work at hand by eliminating waste,
or non-value added work.

Establishing a Lean program takes leadership
and effort, but time is on the move and we need

to keep planting seedlings.

For today and for the future, the time is now.

Enterprise Lean in 2010

Lean continues to grow in Minnesota state
government. In the past two years, more than
1,000 state employees have used Lean tools to
improve over 100 business processes in 15
state agencies. Staff candor regarding the im-
provements helps the Lean continuous im-
provement initiative gain further momentum
as it launches into its third year.

Enterprise Lean’s focus in 2010 is to help state
government “get better at getting better.” Get-
ting better requires more awareness, involve-
ment and measurement. Specific activities to
advance the focus include:

Metrics and measurable results. One
key goal for 2010 is to increase the sustain-
ability of improvements by gathering spe-
cific measurements and displaying ongoing
results. While Kaizen teams are always en-
couraged to ensure that the improvement

January Lean training sessions are full, but the Office of
Continuous Improvement will offer Lean 101 and Kaizen
Facilitator training in earlier April. Stay tuned for more
details.

"A bad system will beat a good person every time.”

W. Edwards Deming

results are sustained, a renewed emphasis will
be placed on team leaders to measure the new
process (lead times, defects, waits, etc.) and
track how the improvments are sustained over
time. Several projects will also be tracked and
highlighted on the Lean website.

e University of Minnesota Quality Fair. The
Fair is sponsored by the U’s Office of Service
and Continuous Improvement and is designed
to recognize continuous improvement efforts
within the U and, for the first time this year,
other public sector agencies as well. Five state
agencies will send representatives to the Quality
Fair on Feb. 4 to highlight improvement projects
from their agencies.

e Lean symposium. The Drive to Excellence
Sub-Cabinet will host a statewide symposium
later this year to encourage state agencies to
start or increase continuous process improve-
ment efforts.

Thank you for your interest and participation in improving the efficiency
of Minnesota state government operations. If you have further ques-
tions, 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. Customers
with a hearing or speech disability may call us through the Minnesota
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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