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Introduction
What is holding back your company’s growth or hindering its competitiveness?
• Are you struggling to cope with increasing competition domestically
or overseas?
• Is poor productivity pushing up your prices to uncompetitive levels?
• Do you expect greater efficiencies from your administrative processes?
• Are you aware of waste in your organisation however lack a systematic
method of identifying and eliminating it?
• Do you need to cut lead times, labour costs or raw material costs?
• Is your profitability falling?
• Are your staff disengaged or under performing?
• Is your culture “look, that’s the way it’s always been done”, rather than “how
can we do it better?”
If you answered “yes” to any one of those questions, Lean could provide the structured
approach your organisation needs to achieve lasting change to propel your business
forward.
If you’ve only recently been introduced to Lean but aren’t sure where to start, or you’ve
attempted to introduce Lean to your organization, this eBook will help answer some
questions you might have regarding whether Lean can help transform your business, the
benefits you can expect and what implementing Lean will involve.
I hope you find this eBook enlightening and I encourage you to get in touch if you have any
further questions about how Lean could transform your business.
Damien Lacey
Director, OE Partners
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About the Author
Damien Lacey is the MD of OE Partners and has spent the past 15 years working with
dozens of organisations both here and overseas to improve their productivity and eliminate
costs.
His extensive experience applying Lean principles to businesses encompasses a broad
spectrum of industries, including manufacturing, warehousing & distribution,
agribusiness, technology and retail. Most notably, Damien was involved with the
Bosch Production System’s Lean rollout in Australia. He also spent years reducing
process and product costs for Camry, Landcruiser and Hilux with Toyota. This time included
three years at HQ in Toyota City in Japan – the birthplace of the Lean philosophy. Here he
was immersed in Lean thinking and further sharpened his expertise in continuous
improvement.
Damien advises and assists clients on strategy, lean operations, process improvement,
organisational transformation, business process redesign, and embedding continuous
improvement within organisations. He has a proven track record of delivering effective and
measurable results for clients, including:
•

a product and process cost reduction drive for a client that resulted in
$8.75 million in savings

• a whole of operation lean transformation program delivering 7 figure
savings for a national plastics manufacturer, and
• a detailed process utilisation and optimisation program for a national
steel warehousing and distribution operation… amongst many others
In addition to his experience as a business consultant, Damien is a qualified mechanical
engineer and fluent in Japanese (JLPT2).
Damien Lacey
Director, OE Partners
0408 416 242
damien.lacey@oepartners.com.au
www.oepartners.com.au
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Lean Success Stories
When implemented the right way, Lean delivers significant results.
Here are some notable outcomes achieved by businesses that have applied Lean:

• NAB reduced its personnel expenses by $500,000 and staffing
requirements by 1894 full-time roles in less than 12 months. (1)
• The City of Melbourne’s Lean Thinking program has saved $800,000 in
parking metre-related processes and cut phone calls to its customer
service centre related to broken parking meters by 30%. (2)
• Melbourne’s St Vincent’s Hospital has cut the time it takes to prepare
hospital script medications from 210 minutes to 34 minutes, and
reduced the time between the various stages of cancer treatments to
just 20 minutes. (3)
• Vista Print achieved a 75% reduction in “rip-to-ship”, the time between
receiving the order and shipping it out and found savings of 20%-30% a
year. (4)
• REA Group Limited, the company behind realestate.com.au, improved its
website development cycle time by 30% in one month. (5)
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Summary:
8 Keys to Transforming Your Business With Lean
1. Leadership Alignment and Commitment
Implementing Lean in any organisation requires strong leadership that is ready for
change and committed to a minimum 2-3 year Lean initiative.
2. Create and Communicate Your Vision
Wanting to be more competitive and efficient is a great start, but you also need to
have a clear vision for change for your organisation and its future.
3. Strategy and Planning
Embarking on Lean is a journey and it will take some time before your organisation
realises lasting change. Therefore it’s important to set achievable milestones that
align with your 2-3 year business plan.
4. Mindset Not Tools
Lean isn’t just a set of tools for easy wins – the real gains come when continuous
improvement becomes part of the fabric of your company.
5. Managing Expectations
Introducing Lean to any business will start out with high expectations and a
genuine level of excitement, but there’ll also be people resistant to change as well
as challenges you’ll need to meet with a focused and consistent approach.
6. Good Governance and Structure
Clearly defining roles, setting expectations, and putting in place follow up and
reporting structures will play an important role in determining the success of your
business’ Lean initiative, and will ensure your team’s enthusiasm remains focused
and is applied consistently as you work towards your 2-3 year goals.
7. Involving Everyone
You will achieve the best results when you involve everyone in all levels of your
organisation.
8. Sustaining Change
It’s important that you celebrate every win, even the small ones, because when
success does come – and it will – you need to ensure it’s not seen as a one-off
that’s quickly forgotten, allowing old habits to slip back into place. Your team need
to recognise Lean is an ongoing priority.
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1. Leadership Alignment and Commitment
Implementing Lean in any organisation requires a strong leadership team that
understands the benefits of Lean, what is involved in its implementation, and is
committed to implementing and seeing through a 2-3 year initiative.

Lean isn’t something that you try and it’s not enough to simply “give it a go”. If your
leadership team isn’t fully aligned and on board, any initiative you put in place will falter
once things get tough during the implementation phase. It may be best to pause any plans
until you can secure full support to make Lean a strategic organisational goal.
If your leadership team hasn’t reached a consensus, why? Does your team believe pursuing
Lean is worthwhile? Does your team believe your organisation has the capability to be
successful? Does your team believe that Lean can achieve clear and measurable benefits
Our existing beliefs are based on our prior knowledge and experience:

Prior Knowledge + Experience = Current Beliefs
For advocates of Lean, myself included, our belief in Lean principles is unshakeable.
Why? Because we have intimate knowledge of the theory and practices as well as direct
experience working across hundreds of projects and initiatives with organisations that have
achieved success with Lean.
People who are new to Lean and are encountering it for the first time – such as your
leadership team – haven’t yet experienced its success.
So what kind of Lean initiative should your organisation embark on for the first time? It’s
important to start small and be successful. Start with a small number of pilot projects
in controlled areas of your business with a team of willing participants. The success of
these projects will form your organisation’s lived experience and provide validation and
justification for future investments in time and resources.
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1. Leadership Alignment and Commitment
In summary, consider these five questions:
1. Is your organisation’s leadership team committed to implementing Lean?
Lean requires that your leadership team is ready to commit to a 2-3 year process.
2. Do you have a thorough understanding of Lean and its principles?
Your leadership team should have a thorough understanding of Lean principles
and the potential benefits.
3. Are you excited about the opportunity to improve your organisation?
Any business that decides to put Lean practices in place must have an
enthusiasm for change and, more importantly, be able to communicate this to
employees. Once the leaders have a genuine understanding of Lean and it’s
principles, this enthusiasm should be a natural consequence.
4. Are you committed to participating in the change process?
It’s not just your employees who must go through the change process that Lean
requires – it’s you as well. It’s vital that your participation and your leadership
team’s participation is visible to everyone in your organisation. Be part of the
Lean steering committee, highlight the success of individuals who are making
progress with their Lean initiatives, and participate directly in a Lean workshop.
5. Are you committed to investing in Lean?
In order to implement Lean, you will need to invest in staff training, tools,
equipment and possibly outside help and advice. Rest assured that every
business that embarks on Lean makes these investments. You can expect a 5
times return on investment as a minimum.

8 Keys to Transforming
Your Business With Lean
www.oepartners.com.au

8

2. Create and Communicate Your Vision
Wanting to be more competitive and efficient is a great start, but you also need to
have a clear vision for your organisation and its future.
These five questions will help you clarify your vision:

1. Why are you in business?
How would you define your business’ purpose? Think broadly and deeply about
why you originally started your business and what you now want to achieve. Do
you want to be the largest exporter of 100% Australian owned and grown cereals?
Maybe you’re in business because want to save lives through better healthcare?
Or you want to help your customers grow their own businesses and achieve
success with your digital products?
2. Why do you want to implement Lean?
“I want to increase gross profits by 5%” won’t cut it as a basis for your Lean vision.
That may be part of what you want to achieve but doesn’t provide a reason for
your organisation to change. What is the burning platform? How is the market
you are currently operating in changing? Is operating your business in the same
way as it is today a prudent strategy for its longevity five years from now? Given
the amount of change being experienced by almost all markets, probably not.
3. What are your strengths as a company?
How could your company capitalise on its strengths and improve them? For
example, if you reduced your lead time from seven to five days, how much of a
real competitive advantage would that give you? Likewise, if you could increase
productivity by 15%, what would that mean to your business?
4. What are your weaknesses as a company?
Are you receiving a large number of customer complaints and returns? Are your
operating costs or stock levels too high? Do you have a slow lead and delivery
times? Do you have a high staff turnover or employees who are underperforming?
5. How would you measure the success of a Lean initiative in your organisation in
terms of quality, cost, delivery, performance, culture and safety?
Ask yourself:
•
•
•
•
•

How would you like to see quality performance improve?
How are you currently measuring your operating costs and how would you
like to see it progress?
How would you like to see your delivery performance improve?
How would you assess your company culture and what would you like to
see change?
How would you describe your safety record and how could it be better?
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2. Create and Communicate Your Vision
Companies that are most successful in driving significant change and achieving
success with Lean are those that have taken the time to clearly define and
articulate a Vision Statement and Case for Change.
Your answers to the questions above will help inform that document.
Putting together a Vision Statement and Case for Change should be structured as follows:

A.

Fact-based definition of your organisation’s current performance and
position in the market
Employees who aren’t convinced about the need for change won’t support
your Lean initiative and may even work against it. A firm, fact-based
appraisal of your business’ performance should quantify in unequivocal
terms why change is essential. The process of developing this fact-based
argument also encourages your management to take an honest look at the
competitive landscape and appraise your position in it.

B.

Reasons why this position is no longer sustainable
After researching your current performance and position, next study the
transitional factors or market forces at play. New competitive entrants, the
adoption of new technology in your industry, ever increasing demands from
customers, and a shrinking market for existing product lines are all
common reasons as to why staying par for the course is not an option.

C.

Clear vision of where your company needs to be
Points A and B define why your business must change. Next comes the
vision of what the business needs to become. It’s important to give your
leadership team a concrete goal to aim for. Clarifying your vision will force
your leadership team to set out what specifically needs to change and the
scope.
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2. Create and Communicate Your Vision
See below for an example Case for Change & Vision Statement for a Consumer
Goods Company

A.

Fact-based definition of the organisation’s current performance and position
in the market
“We are not satisfied with length of time it currently takes to develop, test
and release new products. Our leading competitors are able to achieve
significantly shorter development lead times and as a result are able to
launch three to four times as many products as we currently do.
We know from our own research that new product development drives
products sales not only in the new product lines but also re-ignites interest
in our existing products. For every new product released on time we enjoy a
7.5% increase in overall sales.”

B.

Reasons why this position is no longer sustainable
“Whilst the products we develop are attractive and popular, the market we
operate in is maturing and we have strong competitive and economic
incentives to move quickly.”

C.

Clear vision of where the company needs to be
Vision: Our company needs to become the market leader in new product
releases.
• We have shortened our development, test and release cycle to an
average of 4 months
• We release with confidence, knowing all potential quality and
customer acceptance issues have been identified ahead of time,
prevented by design and confirmed by bulletproof testing
• We are more disciplined in our planning, decision making and
operational processes across all our teams
• By doing things right the first time and avoiding rework we maximise
our profitability, ensuring our ongoing sustainability and success as
business

In summary, your Case for Change & Vision statement should be light on
“motherhood” statements that are copied and pasted from your company’s
mission statement and heavy on specific, relevant facts that genuinely describe
your organisation’s current situation and your vision for the future.
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3. Strategy and Planning
It’s often said that people fear change. I disagree, people don’t fear change. People
and the environment they live in, changes every day.
It happens all the time - changed customer demands, changed market conditions, personal
changes etc. Despite this, people successfully go about their daily lives with a mostly
rational response to these new conditions.
Whilst they may not fear change, people do expect (even if not articulated) that the change
will be planned, and that the journey won’t be fatal or crippling. Planning helps people
support the initiative. In addition to the benefit of preparing you team for transition, we plan
also to produce better results. Invariably, performance improves as result of good planning.
However as you start out on your Lean journey it can be uncertain what will be achieved
and by when. As an organisation there are many unknowns, market conditions, company
ownership, capability of the team etc.
Rather than a traditional project timing plan I recommend planning and tracking
performance in terms of an overall Lean Maturity Model. A maturity model is an objective
assessment tool and a way for you to broadly judge how far along your Operational
Excellence journey you have come and how far you still have to go.
There are many different maturity models available, one we refer to in our training programs
commonly is the Continuous Improvement Maturity Model (CIMM) - developed by the Lean
Six Sigma Academy (LSSA).

I

Structured

II

Managed

III

Predictable

IV
Capable

V

World Class

CREATING A SOLID
FOUNDATION

CREATING A CONTINUOUS
IMPROVEMENT CULTURE

CREATING STABLE &
EFFICIENT PROCESSES

CREATING CAPABLE
PROCESSES

CREATING RELIABLE
PRODUCTS

• Organised work environment
• Standardised Work
• Quality control & Quality
assurance

• Kaizen events & ‘Go to Gemba‘
• Short interval Management
• Work in Process (WIP) control

• Lean Management
• Waste elimination & Flow
• Total Productive Maintenance

• Six Sigma
• Reducing variation
• Statistical analysis

• Product Lifecycle Management
• Design for Six Sigma
• Reliability engineering

8 Keys to Transforming
Your Business With Lean
www.oepartners.com.au

12

3. Strategy and Planning
I recommend developing your own maturity model or maturity assessment to provide some
relevant priorities and milestones for your journey. (This is the topic of another eBook all on
it’s own)
What does a good maturity model provide you?
• Clarifies the expectations of the organisation’s performance over the coming years
• Creates a Lean roadmap for the organisation
• Provides an objective assessment of where the organisation currently sits in its Lean
development journey and an ongoing standard to measure against
• Breaks down the necessary milestones that need to be achieved in order to fulfil the
company’s vision
Recommendations for your planning stage...
Keep it high level and broad in definition.
Put effort into:
A. Clearly and dispassionately assessing where you are now
B. Agreeing on what is needed to achieve the next level of maturity
Remember it’s not written in stone, it should be periodically revisited and updated to best
reflect where you are on your journey.
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4. Mindset Not Tools
Being Lean involves adopting a continuous improvement mindset. This mindset
has helped Toyota become the most profitable automobile company in the world
by a large margin.

Little wonder that companies, especially in the manufacturing sector, have tried to emulate
Toyota’s success.
So why is it that some companies that try Lean come to the conclusion that it doesn’t work?
When pressed for details, these businesses often admit they never got beyond the stage of
using tools like 5S and Kanban. They set out to implement Lean with good intentions, but fell
short of actually looking at their business in a different way. In other words, they didn’t truly
adopt a Lean mindset.
The biggest mistake some businesses make is looking at Lean as just a set of tools for easy
wins. In fact, the real gains come when continuous improvement becomes part of the fabric
of your company.
After spending many years working for Toyota myself, including time at head office in Japan,
I never once hear the word “Lean” used. Discussions about improvement always centered on
tangible objectives such as cost reduction, time saving and material reduction.
The word “kaizen”, or continuous improvement, was commonly used and was a strongly held
principle for everyone in the business.
This is why Toyota is successful: Continuous improvement isn’t just an idea, but a mindset
that is fundamental to working at the company.
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4. Mindset Not Tools
Clients sometimes come to me with questions about Lean principles like:
“Should I change from batch production to single piece flow?”
“Should we implement Kanban in this area to control stock?”
The simple answer is: “I don’t know... maybe”
Better questions to ask are:
“As a result of reducing your batch sizes by X, how much will lead time reduce? How
much will WIP come down? Do you expect it to improve your quality rates?”
“How often do you run out of stock? What effect does this have? Are there times when
you are overstocked? What does this cost you?”
Once you have the answers to these questions you are unlikely to need a second
opinion.

Adopting a Lean mindset across your organisation will motivate your employees to
question how processes could be improved and empower them to come up with
solutions.
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5. Managing Expectations
Introducing Lean to any business will start out with high expectations and a level of
excitement, but there’ll also be resistance and challenges that you’ll need to meet
with a focused and consistent approach.
As you embark on Lean, your organisation will go through the following cycle:

So you’ve outlined your vision for change, your leadership team is on board, and there’s an
enthusiasm amongst your employees to transform the business. You’re ticking all the right
boxes. However, you need to be realistic about what can be sustainably achieved in a short
period of time.
1. Enthusiasm and support for change
Your leadership team and employees will be excited about change. You’ve communicated your
vision for the future of the business and your leadership team has demonstrated the importance
of the initiative by actively participating themselves. Everyone has been assigned some level of
responsibility and there’s a strong sense of team. “Go team! Let’s do this!”

2. Your team has realised just how much work and effort is needed to make and sustain change
Once teams are formed, new procedures put in place and tasks assigned, employees will start
to realise just how much work is actually required to make and sustain these new workplace
changes. Some people will struggle with how their day-to-day tasks have changed while others
may feel overwhelmed by the new requirements of their job. This is the time when it’s important
that you and your leadership team remains focused and stay the course. “I’ve been doing this
job for 10 years. Why does it have to change now?”

3. Breakthrough finally occurs and results begin to show
After much persistence, strong leadership and support, your Lean initiative begins to show
results. This could be 5S creating a tidier, safer and more organised workplace, or some key
projects that are delivering better outcomes. These initial successes should be celebrated
widely and loudly within your organisation. Positive reinforcement from your leadership time is
crucial, proving the momentum and motivation for the rest of your team to continue their efforts.
“This Lean thing isn’t so bad after all.”
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4. Success! Things are clearly better than before
Your organisation’s continued efforts and persistence, support, and mentoring along the way
is yielding results and there are clear examples of success. The results achieved should be
summarised, documented and communicated to your team. It’s important you use this success
to justify continuous improvements and maintain the momentum and enthusiasm for Lean in
your organisation. “Things are definitely better than before! What else can we improve to do
things better?”

4 Better than before
1 High Expectations
2 Realisation

3 Light at end of tunnel
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6. Good Governance and Structure
Clearly defining roles in your organisation, setting expectations, and putting in
place follow up and reporting structures plays a critically important role in
determining the success of your Lean initiative.
How would you describe the governance in your business? Ask yourself these questions:

Good governance and structure across your organisation will ensure the
enthusiasm throughout your team remains focused and is applied consistently as
you work towards your 2-3 year goals.
•
•
•
•
•

Do people in your organisation know what’s expected of them?
Have employees been assigned to teams with a clearly defined project?
Do you know how well your teams are progressing?
Are there regular opportunities to follow up and review progress?
Do people in your organisation understand the importance of their Lean
projects? i.e. “Does management actually care if I continue to work on my
Lean project or should it be a second priority?”

There are many different methods for setting up structures and governance within a
business, and in most cases involve the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Define project team leaders, team members and task responsibilities.
Define how frequently project team leaders should report to project coach.
Define how frequently project team leaders communicate with their team.
Define how frequently project team leaders report to management.
Define how the progress of projects and performance is tracked.

Whether is it weekly, monthly, bi-monthly or even quarterly, your leadership team
should be regularly overseeing and steering the activities that are making your
organisation more Lean. You need to have a long-term plan with a start, finish, and
expected outcomes along the way. It is recommend that you regularly review the
progress of your Lean initiative as it aligns to your business plan, regardless of
whether your results are good, bad or otherwise.

Adopting a Lean mindset across your organisation will motivate your employees to
question how processes could be improved and empower them to come up with
solutions.
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7. Involving All Levels of the Organisation
You will achieve the best results when you involve team members from all levels of
your organisation.

TOP

BOTTOM

Lean is most effective when it is driven from the top-down
and the bottom-up. You need to articulate your vision for
change, your leadership team needs to set the strategy and
approve spending on time and resources, your management
team needs to be responsible for clearly defining and
tracking project activity, and employees at the operations
level of the business need to understand, participate and
implement the changes.

Naturally, the amount of time and hands-on effort the CEO of a business puts into Lean will
be far less than the person delegated to be the organisation’s Lean program champion.
However, everyone in the business needs to be engaged and taking part.
If only one level of the organisation takes part in a Lean project, division and conflicting
priorities can quickly develop. Say, for example, you decide to trial a Lean project in one
department of your business to “just see how it goes”. Well it can go one of two ways,
neither of which are a sustainable or successful strategy.

Luck-based outcome

A more common outcome

(10% of the time)

(90% of the time)

Now in some cases, despite the lack of

Only a handful of team leaders are actively

strategy and top down support, success can

trained in Lean principles to manage a project;

be achieved. However, if it is, success can be

it’s not part of senior management’s strategic

usually be attributed to a “bulldog” approach

plan; the right resources aren’t allocated;

of the particular Lean champion leading

employees at the operational level don’t

the project. That individual has used their

understand the need for change and see it as

own credibility and social capital within the

a fad; and they are slow to respond to their

organisation to get others to invest time and

team leaders’ requests. Resistance quickly

support the project initiative. Through will,

sets in and results stagnate or, worse, don’t

determination and personal charisma, a result

happen at all. Everyone across the business

has been achieved. However, this is not a

needs to work as part of a team, understand

sustainable or likely approach.

the part they need to play, and pull in the same
direction.
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8. Sustaining Change
When success does come – and it will – you need to ensure it’s not seen as a oneoff that’s quickly forgotten, allowing old habits to slip back into place.

It’s important that you celebrate every win, even the small ones, so that your team
recognises and understands that Lean is an ongoing priority and don’t become complacent.
Maybe you’ve implemented 5S and workplace standards have started to slip, allowing old
habits to resurface. Maybe your team leaders are under the pump and are saying they’re too
busy to start any new Lean initiatives. Or maybe the naysayers who were originally resistant
to implementing Lean in your organisation are latching onto the fact things are slipping and
are drumming up negativity amongst other employees.

BE AWARE OF
OVERALL TREND

LEAN
MATURITY

Don’t be surprised if this happens,
and don’t be too hard on yourself if
this does occur. What’s important
is that you take note of the overall
trends, recognise that with Lean
comes challenges along the way, and
if you stick to your guns success will
come, with time and effort.

Lean requires dedication and commitment to sustaining it and, ultimately, making it a
company-wide culture.
Follow these key points to combat complacency:
• Ensure that Lean is included in your strategic plan, including in employees’
roles, and clear expectations have been set.
• Ensure there are Lean projects always in progress in the business.
• Continue 5S activity and audits, but reduce them to an appropriate frequency
(monthly or quarterly).
• Train all new employees in Lean principles and ensure they participate in
improvement projects.
• Don’t let the naysayers hijack the agenda. It’s up to you and your leadership
team to remain focused, ensure your employees understand why you’ve
implemented Lean, and celebrate every win along the way.
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Final Words…
Are you ready to transform your business?

This eBook is the result of many years’ of experience implementing Lean programs
and initiatives across hundreds of businesses. I hope you’re found it useful and it
informs your own successful Lean program.
Get in touch today to find out how OE Partners can deliver independent advice and
guidance to improve your organisational performance, productivity and
competitiveness.

Damien Lacey
Director, OE Partners
0408 416 242
damien.lacey@oepartners.com.au
www.oepartners.com.au
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