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foreword by 
h. Eugene Mcbrayer

a Culture of rapid Improvement
In 1986, I had the very good fortune of being promoted to the position of 
 President of Exxon Chemical Company. For more than 30 years, I had been 
“laboring in the vineyards” of the Exxon organization learning and preparing 
myself for the day that I might be lucky enough to land this job—I considered 
this the very best job in the Exxon organization. The position I inherited was 
that of being the top manager of a large and capable industrial organization. 
Over the next six years I learned how to change and to become the leader of 
what I believe was the most capable team of high-performing individuals in the 
chemical industry.

In 1986, Exxon Chemical was a large, successful, and profitable business, 
manufacturing and marketing a wide array of petrochemical products through-
out the world. We had excellent technology, economies of scale, and a very 
capable international workforce. Our management structure was a many-layered 
matrix that brought strong checks and balances to our business decision-making. 
We knew how to make careful, analytical business decisions and avoid making 
big mistakes. We were good at what we did. But, I believed that we were not 
yet the best that we could be. I felt that our goal should be to become the best 
 international chemical company.

The principal reason that I believed we were falling short of being the best was 
that we operated with too much of a top-down command and control approach 
to our business life. As a result, we were not realizing all of the creativity and 
potential of our very capable workforce around the world—there was just too 
much “holding back and waiting for proper instructions from above.” In order 
to unleash that potential, it seemed to me that we had to change our culture.
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Culture change is not an easy thing, particularly for a large, successful organi-
zation. Overcoming years of inertia is tough. Many organizations proclaim their 
desire to change and make things better, but far too often those proclamations 
become a “do as I say, not as I do” exercise. So, wary old-timers in the organiza-
tion correctly brand such proclamations as “management’s flavor of the month.”

To start with, I felt our matrix structure was stifling individual initiative 
and creativity. Therefore, one of the first things we did was eliminate the matrix 
structure and replace it with a much flatter organization. With this step, we 
eliminated fully one-third of our total executive positions. This forced us to 
place greater reliance on people in the organization who were closer to our oper-
ations and customers.

I was fortunate to have a very wise organization development advisor who 
convinced me that we needed to focus our attention on the values that were 
driving our culture. If we were to empower more people to take individual 
action, we needed to make sure that all were acting from a common set of values 
and beliefs. Consequently, we started spending a lot of effort debating our com-
mon values and what they should be if we were to become the best. Over a more 
than two-year period, we held offsite two-week workshops for approximately 
500 of our middle and upper managers, giving these individuals a chance to 
debate our values and learn new leadership skills. I personally participated for a 
day in each of these workshops, giving each participant an opportunity to test 
me on my conviction concerning our values and the need for culture change.

I also spent significant time traveling around the world meeting with small 
and large groups of employees in their work locations, expressing my convic-
tions about the importance of our values and seeking their input. From these 
multifaceted interactions, we wrote down the 12 core values that we wanted to 
be the bedrock of our work-related activities. The widespread dialogue with and 
among so many of our worldwide employees created broad buy-in for the values. 
Also, it gave a large number of our people throughout the organization a chance 
to know and evaluate me better. In addition, it reinforced my conviction about 
how truly capable our people really were.

We also became convinced that total quality management (TQM) could 
provide extremely valuable tools for focusing and aligning the groundswell 
of new energy growing out of our people becoming more empowered to take 
personal action. W. Edwards Deming and many Japanese companies have 
shown the way for quality management and continuous improvement. Several 
U.S.-based companies have adopted these techniques to improve the way they 
work. We benchmarked several of these organizations and concluded TQM 
should become a way of life for us too.

We began broad quality training across the organization. Also, there 
were several of our key managers already using quality management tools for 
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 improving performance in their parts of our company. One of these managers 
was Ray Floyd. Ray had originally worked for General Motors (GM), where 
he was introduced to the importance of quality management in durable goods 
manufacturing and became a disciple for W. Edward Deming’s teachings.

After GM, Ray moved to Gilbarco, an equipment manufacturing company 
that was owned by Exxon. Ray was instrumental in introducing TQM and 
a culture of continuous improvement there. Gilbarco’s Greensboro, North 
 Carolina, plant was later designated as one of “America’s Ten Best” plants by 
Industry Week magazine. Although Gilbarco was no longer owned by Exxon 
by that time, Gilbarco management graciously acknowledged that Ray had 
created the strategies and practices that led to this achievement and invited him 
to Greensboro to share the award ceremony with them.

In 1987, Ray Floyd joined Exxon Chemical, bringing his knowledge and 
experience with TQM and continuous improvement to bear on our operations 
and our quest to become the best. He quickly embraced our values and culture 
change process and showed us how to use quality management tools to align 
and focus the efforts of people at all levels in the company. In 1991, while he 
was the leader of our U.S. butyl polymers business, he and his organization 
won the Shingo Prize, which many consider the Nobel Prize of manufactur-
ing. This award is named in honor of the late Dr. Shigeo Shingo, a pioneer 
in Toyota Production Systems, and is normally associated with excellence in 
durable goods manufacturing. Ray and his team demonstrated how quality 
principles like “just-in-time” and “single-minute-exchange-of-dies” are equally 
applicable to continuous chemical manufacturing processes. As a result, our 
butyl polymer manufacturing throughput was greatly increased and product 
inventory reduced significantly.

Later, Ray became the site manager for our large manufacturing complex 
in Baytown, Texas. There he demonstrated how the powerful merging of our 
values with quality management techniques could build high-performing teams. 
A core value that I felt strongly about was valuing our diversity. In the early 
1980s, our efforts in “diversity” were more exercises in filling quotas than using 
our diversity as a key to gaining improved productivity.

Ray and his team fundamentally changed that at Baytown. They established 
an extensive awareness-training program, using a volunteer group called Diversity 
Pioneers to “seek out and understand the differences in people around them” and 
to view behavior “through cultural lenses.” By challenging the prevailing white 
male culture to begin valuing differences in people, overall employee perfor-
mance improved and an atmosphere was created where each person could con-
tribute to his or her fullest ability. It was amazing to observe the impact of this 
culture change as it spread across the site, as well as throughout our company.
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At Baytown, Ray and his key leaders turned the entire 2,000-person work-
force into an improvement-idea-generating machine. Everywhere you went 
in the plant you found a quality station, which was a local focal point for 
 improvement activities. These somewhat informal “stations” all served the same 
basic purposes: to convey overarching business goals to individual work teams 
in ways meaningful at each level and to provide a mechanism for stimulating 
ideas and measuring progress for each local team. A major innovation with this 
process was the translation of overall goals into terms that were meaningful at 
the grass-roots level. This alignment created an additive and multiplying effect 
of all the employee ideas and avoided one person’s idea canceling out the impact 
of another’s.

Over the seven-year period that Ray Floyd was site manager at Baytown, this 
processing complex changed from a troubled plant to a world-class example of 
manufacturing excellence. Manufacturing efficiency improved at a rate of 16% 
each year and employee participation grew to a level of 40 improvements per person 
per year—all resulting in outstanding bottom line profitability. In October 1993, 
the Exxon Baytown Chemical Plant was designated as one of “America’s Ten 
Best” plants by Industry Week magazine. Of great importance for a capital inten-
sive manufacturer, Baytown was also designated as Best in Large Industry by 
Maintenance Technology magazine. These awards were well deserved.

After I retired as president of Exxon Chemical Company, I lost touch with 
the organization and often wondered how our culture change was surviving 
without the “care and feeding” that I had enjoyed giving it. Although I have no 
firsthand information, I have been told that the culture change is still alive and 
well. The words that describe it have changed—for instance, “empowerment” 
has now become “engagement,” but many of the middle managers that had been 
converted to the new way of working kept on doing it and spread the vision to 
others. When Exxon and Mobil merged and the chemical organizations of both 
companies were combined, I heard that our “engagement” approach to operations 
management was documented as “best practices” and spread to the Mobil plants 
as well. It is heartwarming to learn that the lessons we learned more than 15 years 
ago are still being used to positively impact the work lives of so many people.

When Ray Floyd told me of his book and asked me to write the Foreword 
for it, I was honored, delighted, and excited. I know of no one better than Ray 
to record and teach the lessons we learned starting in the 1980s. He knows 
well the theory of empowering people. However, he has the added advantage of 
having put the theory into practice and having personally led organizations to 
new higher levels of performance and personal satisfaction. I know that what 
he teaches in this book really works. I am convinced that if more industrial 
organizations adopt this “culture of rapid improvement,” they will leave their 
competition in their dust.
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H. Eugene McBrayer, President, Exxon Chemical Company (Retired), 
was also Chairman of the Chemical Manufacturers Association (now the 
American Chemistry Council), a founder and Director of Clean Sites, 
Inc., and a Trustee of the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award 
Program. While an officer of the CMA, he and several other chemical 
company CEOs launched the Responsible Care initiative, which over 
the past 20 years, has become one of the most important and successful 
industry-wide safety, health, and environmental performance improve-
ment initiatives in American industry. In 1992, Gene was awarded the 
Industry Medal by the Society of Chemical Industry in recognition of 
his substantial contributions to the chemical industry.
 Following retirement from Exxon, Gene served as a Director of 
Hercules, Inc., American Air Liquide, and Air Liquide International. 
He also served on the Advisory Committee of the Pacific Northwest 
National Laboratory.
 Now retired from all corporate activities, Gene and his wife, Fay, 
live in Seattle, Washington, where he continues to pursue his passion 
for flying airplanes. He also contributes his leadership and energy to 
the Museum of Flight, which is located in Seattle and recognized 
internationally as one of the world’s premier air and space museums.
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Preface

I am frequently asked how long it takes to create a culture of rapid improvement. 
The answer that I give is generally the same: it takes two years. Let me explain the 
details of that expectation.

Improvement
The first benchmark on this journey is that you should be able to make progress 
of noticeable benefit to your business performance during the first six months. 
The rate of progress as you enter the second six-month period should be faster 
than the pace at which you entered the first six-month period. There truly is no 
part of this book that requires a lot of preparatory work from you in advance of 
beginning to experience real progress. Two important attributes that world-class 
businesses share are (1) they improve rapidly, and (2) they sustain rapid improve-
ment once it has been achieved. Your actual performance should improve in 
each six-month period, and you should be operating with near–world-class per-
formance at the end of two years.

Culture
The second benchmark of your improvement effort is that you should have all 
of the elements of the new culture in place throughout your organization by the 
end of two years. You will not yet enjoy a strong and mature new culture at the 
end of two years, but you will be clearly positioned to do so and you will already 
have many attributes of a new culture, including strong, autonomous improve-
ment teams throughout your enterprise. After that, your culture will become 
more stable and more productive with time. It will become more like you and 
your people want it to be. But the critical issue related to the speed of imple-
mentation is that all the fundamental elements of your new culture should be in 
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place within two years, and you will have substantially improved performance 
along the way.

Schedule
In the last four chapters (Chapters 14–17), I provide a pro forma schedule of 
activities to achieve culture change within two years. The schedule of imple-
mentation is the same for all businesses because organizations generally have 
a capability to improve that is consistent with their size. Over the years, 
I have led improvement at several businesses, ranging in size from $80 million 
to several billion dollars. At the $80 million business, the improvement was 
strategically created and tactically supervised by me personally. At the global 
multibillion dollar business, we had a staff of people in Baytown, Texas, support-
ing people in Houston, Brussels, and Singapore, who further supported many 
other people leading change in individual businesses and plants throughout the 
world. So whether your business needs one person or many full-time people, 
you more than likely already have a capability that is proportional to your need. 
You will probably need to redirect some of your capabilities, but if you use your 
organization as described in this book, you can, and should, have your culture 
of rapid improvement within two years.

leadership
This book is intended for people who will lead change in their organization 
and for those who will help or advise the leaders. This material may also be of 
interest to anyone who is joining the conversation or who wants to influence the 
outcome. I understand that leaders generally have three critical responsibilities 
during periods of great change:

They must operate the business successfully as it exists today.
They must strategically improve the business for the future.
They must develop the organization.

Be assured that I understand and appreciate the difficulty of operating a business 
every day, but this book addresses only the second and third of these responsibil-
ities; daily operation is a topic for another time. Also, in the nature of leadership, 
it is perfectly acceptable for other people to assist the leaders by doing many of 
the things described here for which leaders have ultimate responsibility. When a 
leader must do something personally, I state that clearly.

�
�
�
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Because the focus of this book is industrial change, and more specifically 
change that produces improvement at the front line of manufacturing, I have 
adopted the practice of referring to leadership as “engineers and managers.” I fully 
appreciate that businesses have other important leaders who will participate in 
leading the culture change and business improvement. Feel free to consider 
“engineers” as representing technical specialists in all fields of practice.

adaptation
Leaders and their advisors must adapt this material to their own situations. 
When I was with General Motors during the 1970s, we began to hear about 
lean manufacturing (then called “just-in-time” manufacturing) and also about 
employee engagement (then called “quality circles”). Although we knew that 
Toyota was making wonderful progress with exactly those capabilities, during 
that early time very few of GM’s leaders were able to adapt those concepts to 
our work. Obviously, we did make those technologies work with real success at 
a later time.

When I introduced those same technologies into the petroleum and chemical 
industries beginning in 1987, it was quite clear that most senior managers believed 
that the technologies did not apply in liquid continuous process manufacturing. 
Again, we ultimately did make it work. In fact, we made that technology work 
so well in the petrochemical industry that we were the 1991 recipients of the 
Shingo Prize.

In each case, both the problem and the solution were matters of industrial 
culture. Industrial culture in this case implies satisfying both the needs of the 
people and the needs of the business by applying the technologies of improve-
ment in ways that are uniquely appropriate to each situation. Many early Western 
adopters of lean manufacturing and other improvement methods failed because 
they attempted to reproduce the exact practices that had been observed in Japan. 
Success in the auto industry came later, when we learned the theory that made 
Japanese practices successful and we applied that theory to construct practices 
that would work within our own culture. Changing industries from autos to 
chemicals worked in much the same way. Rather than adopting the practices 
of the auto industry, we used the theory of improvement and created practices 
appropriate to the needs of the chemical industry.

The key issue is that what you will read here will be theories of culture that 
are derived from my education and from my experiences. The examples and 
anecdotes are based on events that happened to me within the several com-
panies and industries that I have served during the past 40 years. As I have 
moved throughout the world, across industries, and across functions within an 
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industry, I have used the theories and practices that I brought with me from my 
prior experience to create new practices appropriate to each new situation. You 
will need to do the same.

rituals
Over the years, I have had many, many people from many countries and many 
industries come to visit my operations to learn from what we have done. By the 
end of the visit, I generally knew from the questions that they asked which ones 
would succeed and which would fail. The successful managers asked: “Why 
did you do that?” Those who would fail asked: “Will you tell me exactly what 
you did?”

As the leaders of your business, you will need to learn the theory of culture 
change that I present and apply that theory to understand the practical elements 
of the examples from my experience. Then you can reconstruct the rituals and 
practices that I have used to create new rituals that match the needs of your own 
business and your own people. That is a job that requires a thorough under-
standing of your business and your people as well as a good understanding of the 
cultural improvement process. It also requires a leader with a creative mind.

Many People Make Culture Change happen
Finally, I need to be clear about the “voice” of this book. With the advice, 
 consent, and participation of many people who know far more than I do about 
the process of writing a book, I have adopted the convention of writing with two 
principle actors: “I” as the author and “you” as the reader. Although I understand 
the need for that practice, I feel that it is important to say that, quite literally, 
none of the activities or experiences described here were mine alone. Therefore, 
as you read this book, please know that whenever you see the word “I,” what it 
really means is, “with the advice, consent, and participation of many people.”
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Chapter 1

Industrial Culture: The 
human Side of Change

Key Idea: This book is about improving your business. More specifically, 
this book is about improving your business rapidly through the joint 
efforts of all the people who work in your company. Teamwork—and your 
company’s unique concept of teamwork—is central to this discussion.

To be as successful as you can be, you need each person who works in the 
 business to add his or her own best personal contribution to the efforts of 
the collective business team. They will do this by playing their personal roles 
well—and by playing their personal roles in close and structured collaboration 
with all your other team members. As described in detail in Chapter 12, the 
best companies are receiving autonomous improvements at a rate in excess of 
40 improvements per person per year. That is nearly 3,000 times the average rate 
of autonomous improvement currently experienced in North American busi-
nesses. Once you understand that, you know the difference between average 
business performance and world-class performance.

Most of us have experienced or at least have a good understanding of the 
 fundamentals of teamwork. We can create and lead teamwork in small teams 
consisting of 5 to 30 individuals. But how do you lead really large groups to create 
really big teams: teams of 500, 1,000, or even more individuals? The answer is 
culture. Culture is the driving force behind the big team version of teamwork.
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The principle differences between a small team and an enterprise-wide 
industrial culture are differences of scale and formality. Members of small teams 
share values and beliefs that drive appropriate behavior based on their intimate 
personal knowledge of the goals of the team and their personal interaction with 
teammates. People within an industrial culture also share values and beliefs that 
drive appropriate behavior. However, as the size of the group grows, that growth 
requires that the communication of values, beliefs, and appropriate behavior 
must become more formal in order to preserve its integrity as it moves through-
out the population. In a large group, knowledge of appropriate values, beliefs, 
and behavior is no longer sustainable based solely on intimate personal relations 
with other group members. In a very large culture, knowledge of values, beliefs, 
and behavior can only be sustained on the basis of shared formalities, deeply 
ingrained ritual, and visible social support or exclusion.

Key Idea: Independent of the size of your business, you can create an 
industrial culture so that every person in your organization shares the 
values and beliefs of your business. You can create a culture in which 
everyone in your organization acts together in a way that is appropriate to 
those shared values. This book will give you both the theory and practice 
to design such a culture in a way that is especially appropriate to your 
business and your people.

Although sharing a common culture will promote behavior that is generally 
appropriate to the expectations of the group, the behavioral direction provided 
by cultural imperatives alone is somewhat amorphous and indirect. In order to 
achieve the specific outcomes and the rigorous schedules required for success-
ful industrial performance, we still need to add the precise and closely directed 
actions of small, well-led teams at the front line and elsewhere throughout the 
business. As we discuss the subject of leading rapid improvement, we will address 
both the creation of a new culture for your business that draws all your people 
together, as well as a new culturally appropriate way to lead the activities of the 
small teams that conduct the detailed implementation of your strategies.

Improve the Performance of Your business by 
Creating a New Industrial Culture
The most critical issue for this discussion of industrial culture is always improve-
ment. Although there is necessarily a great deal of social content in any discussion 
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of culture, this is not a social experiment of any type. The only reason to create a 
new industrial culture is to improve the performance of your business.

Unfortunately, as business leaders, we know that there is no “control knob” 
that we can seize upon to dial up improved performance through our own direct 
action. There is not even a physical or technological tool that we can deliver 
to our people with the certainty that, if they follow our instructions for the 
use of the tool, they will create improvement. Causing creative improvement 
through other people requires a much more complex and engaged relationship 
than the current industrial practice of supervising people to perform against a 
fixed standard.

It is difficult, but relatively straightforward, to directly manage the perfor-
mance of a small team to meet a fixed standard. For example, General Motors 
trusted me to lead a group of about 30 people to meet their production standards 
beginning on my first work day as a newly graduated engineer. But improvement 
is different. When we manage large-scale improvement, we need the personal 
 creativity and initiative of many other people. Therefore we always manage 
large-scale improvement indirectly. We manage improvement by creating within 
people the capability to cause improvement and by creating around people a 
 culture that provides appropriate direction for those improvement efforts and a 
culture that provides social support for people as they practice improvement.

This is not to suggest in any way that leaders cannot personally conceive and 
direct some improvements. The big ideas that leaders and engineers (or other 
professional specialists) have are an important component of industrial improve-
ment. The critical understanding is that implementing the good ideas that leaders 
and engineers have has long been an integral part of achieving normal business 
performance. As a result, implementing the improvements led by managers and 
engineers is necessary, but that alone will only produce performance that is 
within the current range of normal expectations.

Bad leaders produce performance at the low end of the normal range, and 
good leaders produce performance at the high end of the normal range. But 
even the best leaders and engineers acting alone do not often produce a pace of 
improvement that is world class. World-class performance requires implement-
ing the good ideas from the leaders and engineers as well as implementing the 
good ideas from everyone else. Leaders and engineers acting alone can never 
produce enough improvement.

Knowing this, some organizations have reduced the number of leaders and 
engineers and adopted a very flat organizational structure. The bulk of the 
improvement in that situation is derived from the people on the front line of 
the business. Although saving the cost of leaders and engineers results in a nice 
one-time benefit, these very flat organizations also rarely produce performance 
that is outside the range of normal expectations. The experiences of many very 
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flat organizations have clearly demonstrated that front-line people acting alone 
also cannot produce enough improvement. World-class businesses need both 
the contribution that can only come from leaders and engineers as well as the 
contribution that can only come from engaged people on the front line.

That is the secret of world-class improvement. Normal industrial improve-
ment in Western Europe and North America averages about 3% each year, with 
a range from negative improvement (in other words, things got worse) to about 
6% annual improvement. World-class improvement is generally believed to 
occur at a more rapid sustained pace of 10% or more each year. Note that the 
measure of world-class performance is progress against the strategic objectives of 
the business. Even in the most outstanding businesses, it is impractical to rapidly 
change everything. In fact, strategic focus for harmonizing the many different 
improvements is a significant part of achieving world-class results.

Sustaining rapid improvement, once it has been achieved, is another critical 
issue in determining that a business has become a world-class business. There 
are many business situations—such as the introduction of a new or reinvented 
product or recovering from a prior period of very bad performance—that 
allow a company to temporarily exceed the normal range of improvement and 
even penetrate the world-class range for a short while. When a business sustains 
a world-class pace of improvement year after year, then you know it has the 
right culture.

The Importance of a Culture of rapid Improvement
The deciding factor in creating and sustaining a world-class pace of business 
improvement appears to be the culture of the people within the company. More 
specifically, the deciding factor is that the company provides a cultural environ-
ment that unites management, engineers, and others throughout the business 
into a single, very large, high-performing team.

What exactly does culture mean in an industrial context? In general, all 
cultures exist in a state of constant evolution. Cultures grow from, mature, and 
reinforce the values and beliefs that are shared among the people of the culture. 
People who share the values and beliefs of a culture also define among them-
selves the behavior that is appropriate to and consistent with those values and 
beliefs. Therefore culture—as a combination of values, beliefs, and behavior—
determines how people will conduct themselves as individuals, as groups, and 
as individual members of a group. Industrial cultures are the same in this respect 
as social cultures.

Behavior that is consistent with the values and beliefs of a culture is encour-
aged and rewarded with social support. When culturally appropriate behavior 
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attracts social support from others, it becomes self-reinforcing. On the other hand, 
behavior that is inconsistent with the values and beliefs of the culture attracts 
unfavorable social attention, often described as peer pressure. Practitioners of 
the undesirable behavior may even be shunned or excluded from the group until 
they abandon the unacceptable practices. For industrial purposes, this social 
relationship is very important. In a strong industrial culture, people will behave 
in a generally appropriate manner without specific direction or even without the 
presence of a leader or manager.

Together, values, beliefs, and behavior define a culture, either industrial or 
social. For very large groups, both industrial and social, a significant component 
of behavior that unites the group is shared rituals. Rituals are prescribed actions 
that are repetitively practiced by members of a culture as part of their cultural 
identity. In industry, establishing rituals can ensure that critical tasks are per-
formed in the expected way, with the expected outcome, as part of each person’s 
social contract with peers.

The business culture that drives the behavior of people at work today is 
often quite weak. The most common industrial cultures have not been created 
to provide a strong work culture in support of business success. Most existing 
industrial cultures are not much more than an informal adaptation of a social 
culture. As a result, a normal industrial culture today does not have shared 
values and beliefs that are related to the business. Adapting a social culture 
to the workplace provides very little guidance for business behavior, and unit-
ing very large teams to improve the business is practically impossible in an 
essentially social culture.

In fact, today’s work culture is often an impediment to progress. Many 
work cultures seek to reduce the social tension that arises as different personal 
cultures merge in the workplace. As a result, work cultures often value per-
sonal anonymity within the group. Work cultures that have matured in an 
environment of union conflict, restructuring, or outsourcing also have a strong 
value for self-preservation or preservation of the group. When an individual 
cooperates with management to improve productivity, that cooperation often 
raises a great many social concerns. The concerns range from personal jealousy 
toward an individual who attracts distinction among peers to the concern of 
group preservation that a successful improvement in the work may result in a 
reduction in the workforce.

If your work culture discourages cooperation with management, then 
there will be very real difficulties for even the best-planned improvement 
initiatives. Forced participation in improvement-related activities may occur 
under close supervision, but supervision will never produce enough improve-
ment in that manner to succeed, and the improvement created in that way 
will rarely be sustainable.



6  ◾  A Culture of Rapid Improvement

Key Idea: Ultimately the truth of culture at work is this: the people of your 
company will join with you to improve the business only to the extent that 
your people value cooperation with management as culturally appropri-
ate behavior. Recognizing that cooperating with management to improve 
the business is not a value component of any social culture, practicing 
improvement at a world-class pace always requires converting the existing 
informally adapted social culture into an on-purpose business culture.

In nearly every situation where a powerful tool of improvement has failed 
to yield good performance, the underlying problem is that the people in the 
business have failed to accept the use of that tool as appropriate behavior within 
the culture of their company. Similarly, in situations where seemingly inappro-
priate improvement methods have yielded great success, it was likely due to the 
existence of a work culture that produced eager participation. Most or all of the 
people produced literally the best possible result from the tools they were given.

how Your Culture affects the 
Potential for Improvement
As a group of people who have agreed (at least in established practice) how 
they will behave when they are working together, the people of your business, 
including management, have already created a culture for the workplace 
they share. Your goal is to convert the existing culture into a culture of rapid 
improvement. The distinguishing change is to engage nearly all the people to 
help you improve.

I have used the phrase “nearly all the people” because I understand that 
even in the best companies (and best societies) there are individuals who thrive 
by exhibiting countercultural behavior. Dealing with these troublesome indi-
viduals will be discussed more in Chapters 6 and 10, so for now, do not worry 
excessively about them. You will do fine if you get most of the folks to join you. 
As your culture of improvement becomes stronger, the social pressure on the 
noncompliant individuals will be on your side.

Sustained world-class performance rarely results from continuous reinven-
tion of the products of a business, and sustained world-class performance is never 
the result of recovering from previously bad performance. Sustained world-class 
performance does not result exclusively from either big events led by manage-
ment or from small events led by unsupervised workers. A world-class pace of 
improvement results primarily from the combined, and focused, effort of nearly 



Industrial Culture  ◾  7

all individuals: each making his or her personal best contribution. Engineers 
and managers make their unique contributions, and everyone else does as well. 
Most important, the contributions are all strategically aligned, and it is cultur-
ally acceptable for both groups to cooperate.

The combination of strategic focus and ubiquitous action appears to be 
 critical to rapid, large-scale improvement. People who operate the business and 
make small improvements provide a stable base for the big events of engineers 
and managers. Building on the stable base, engineers and managers produce 
more and better big events. The big events, in turn, provide an evergreen field of 
action for future small-event improvement, with no danger of experiencing an 
environment of diminishing returns. A clear strategic direction provides focus to 
unite all the improvements into an additive and compatible whole.

It is truly possible to realize a genuine synergistic outcome when it becomes 
culturally appropriate for everyone to practice strategic improvement together. 
In that environment, the best companies push far beyond normal performance 
to achieve the sustained world-class results that we all desire.

how Culture Is Influenced by Strategy
Most leaders who succeed share two characteristics: they are following a good 
strategy, and they have the active support of their full team. As always, the 
initiating factor in improving a business for future success is strategy. If the 
leaders do not carefully identify the future needs of the business and respond 
with focused timely action to satisfy those needs, then nothing else will matter 
very much. Selecting the wrong method for improvement is often a mistake that 
can be accommodated by a willing team. Selecting the wrong strategic goals for 
the business is often a serious mistake that cannot be overcome. As a result, we 
will probably spend more time discussing strategy than you expected to find in 
a book on culture.

Immediately following strategy in importance is an industrial culture that 
encourages and enables people to support the strategy. Strategy addresses the 
business need to do the right thing. Culture addresses the human need to 
engage people to help make the strategy happen. At the intersection of these two 
 elements of business success, the strategic direction of the business assumes the 
status of a shared value for the industrial culture.

The most successful industrial companies—that is, those with a culture of 
rapid improvement—are achieving sustained progress toward their strategic 
goals at a pace of 10% or more each year. However, nonstrategic elements of 
even the best businesses are progressing at not much more than an average pace 
of improvement. The real success of the best businesses lies not in an enormous 
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volume of random improvement, but rather in the amazing rate of progress that 
they achieve toward implementing their strategic goals.

In such an environment, every individual—including engineers, managers, 
and front-line operators—works at a sustainable level of diligence. There is no need 
for a few heroic but unsustainable efforts. Each person makes his or her own best 
contribution to the strategic goals by taking tactical action that is possible within 
their normal scope of activity. There is no confusion of objectives or actions, and 
there are no people left off the team.

a Simple Model of Culture
It is convenient to think of culture—either business or social—as comprised of 
four elements: values, beliefs, behavior, and rituals. The logic chain of this model 
is explained in the following sections.

Element 1: Values
People hold certain personal or social values that are very important to them. 
Often these values have matured naturally through a lifetime of experience, 
with little formal development. As a result, those values shape people’s beliefs, 
but they are rarely expressed or apparent. For industrial purposes, we need to 
create business values that people can share at work as naturally as they currently 
share personal or social values away from work.

A critical understanding is that, for people to adopt our industrial values, 
we need corporate values that are compatible with the social values that people 
already hold. People want to do a good job, and people want to be proud of 
their workplace. Many people will happily adopt corporate values at work that 
are well considered and well presented. But they will not adopt corporate values 
that are inconsistent with their existing personal values. People with different 
personal social cultures who are diminished or excluded by the society of the 
workplace will not adopt your business values in any way.

Element 2: Beliefs
Based on their values, people form beliefs about themselves, about other people, 
and about the world around them. Those beliefs direct a person’s actions and also 
form the basis for a person’s attempt to interpret the actions of others. Unlike 
values, beliefs are quite open and are often discussed.

It is possible that people who share the same values will hold different beliefs. 
Through discussion or persuasion, it is possible for an individual to remain 
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 committed to a personal value while changing his or her belief about transform-
ing that value into action. As you introduce a culture based on business values, 
most of the conversation to reconcile corporate values with personal or social 
values will center on the beliefs that lead to action.

As the people of your business begin to experience the intense personal 
interaction of small-improvement teams, much of the conversation to resolve 
the interpersonal differences that interfere with team success will center on 
reconciling personal beliefs as they are used to interpret the values and actions 
of others.

Element 3: Behavior
Behavior, of course, is the most open component of culture. Behavior has three 
culturally critical characteristics in the workplace.

First, when people behave in a manner that is consistent with what they 
value and believe, their actions are comfortable and sustainable. As we create 
the new values and beliefs of our corporate culture, we want people to behave 
naturally at work in a way that advances the business.

Second, interpersonal behavior is the single most important factor when you 
create small teams that will carry out the detailed work of the business at the 
front line. As you create a culture of rapid improvement, based on the actions 
of small autonomous teams, you will want the interpersonal behavior of your 
people to draw the teams together and help to make them successful.

Third, culturally appropriate behavior attracts social support, and culturally 
inappropriate behavior can attract peer pressure to conform to the standards 
of the team. As team leaders receive increasing social support in managing 
 behavior within a team, the team leaders can focus more time and attention on 
supporting the improvement and operational efforts of the team.

Element 4: Rituals
Rituals are a special form of behavior that serves two culturally specific needs. 
First, people agree to mutually practice the rituals of the culture as a way to 
 demonstrate that they are all part of the same culture. Rituals are comforting, 
collegial, and unifying. Second, rituals ensure that certain critical tasks of the 
 culture are always done in the prescribed manner. By establishing business-critical 
work as a ritual of the industrial culture, people can enjoy greater autonomy, 
while management retains the certainty that performance of the critical elements 
of the business is secure.

Management can delegate action to autonomous teams, but you can never 
delegate responsibility for the results. Even in the most autonomous culture, 
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 management must have certainty in business-critical areas, and the use of pre-
scribed rituals of conduct and practice ensures that those critical expectations 
are met.

How to Use This Simple Model of Culture

The value of this simple model is that it provides a handle to grasp the amorphous 
concept of culture in a way that most people can actually use. The purpose 
for possessing a usable theoretical model of culture is to enable you to apply 
the theory to your specific situation as you design a unique corporate culture 
that is mindfully appropriate to your people and to your business. We can all 
learn from examples of the specific practices that others are using, but you must 
 temper the details of those examples through the theory of culture to create 
unique practices for your own specific needs.

A usable model of cultural theory also provides a basis for communication 
on cultural issues, especially behavioral issues, among many people of different 
personal cultures. Cultural discussions, including discussions on differences in 
personal behavior, will be very valuable as you form and operate a strong cadre 
of autonomous teams.

In my experience, this simple three-part model (three-part because rituals 
are a subset of behavior) is both effective and productive. A more theoretically 
exact model of culture might be too complex, intellectually inaccessible, and 
therefore unusable for many people. A more detailed model might be a better 
model, but nevertheless a model with lower value.

The typical expression of a cultural model that is even simpler than this one 
often stops at discussions of behavior without referring to the underlying roots 
of behavior. Behavior-only models of personal and social culture typically result 
in a stereotypical assessment of individuals, and that is often more offensive than 
useful. Simpler cultural models often cause even more interpersonal problems 
than they resolve.

Through the communication and understanding facilitated by this model 
of culture, you can begin the process of creating an “on-purpose” corporate 
 culture that is specifically designed for your people and your business needs. 
You can begin managing the interface between your corporate culture and the 
 several personal cultures of the people in your business. Finally, you can give 
your people a way to form and sustain fully functional teams of people from 
different social cultures. Intelligent and inoffensive cultural discussion often 
allows teams to work together, despite behavior by team members that is com-
fortable and natural to some people, but is initially either offensive or completely 
 inexplicable to others.
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designing a Corporate Culture
This model of culture is presented to you at the beginning of the book to enable 
you to consider the rest of the material and your own situation in light of the 
model. The value of the model is principally in its use as a theoretical basis for 
you to design an industrial culture that is especially appropriate for your people 
and for your business. For leaders, the model provides some additional structure 
for your thinking. As you consider adoption and practice of the theory and 
examples presented here, use the model to help you transform the material into 
the culture that you want.

As you create your business strategies, do so in a way that your people will 
accept them as a shared value that is consistent with their personal and social 
values. As you create the social elements of your corporate culture, do that in a 
way that will draw the specific individuals who work with you together into a 
successful team and enable all your people to behave comfortably at work and to 
work comfortably together. As you create and use the rituals of a business culture, 
such as quality stations, do that in a way that will reinforce the commonality of 
purpose and action that you want to be shared broadly across the organization.

Elements of a Culture of rapid Improvement: 
an Overview of how This book Is Organized
Among the many tasks of a leader who intends to achieve world-class perfor-
mance, including of course the task of operating the business on a daily basis, is 
the creation of an on-purpose culture of rapid improvement within the business. 
As I understand it, creating that new culture requires four things from leaders, 
so I have devoted one section of this book to each of these four:

 1. Leaders must establish the strategic direction for the business that will 
enable each person to contribute to success through tactical actions that 
are within their normal scope of activity. Establishing a useful strategy for 
the business includes making the strategy memorable and visible in the 
workplace. Think of the strategy as establishing the shared values of your 
business culture. This is the subject of Section I.

 2. Leaders must provide the framework for improvement, including the objec-
tive and subjective support that people need in order to engage with the 
business and with others. Within this framework, people will have new 
capabilities for improving their work. Think of the framework and these 
new capabilities as providing the shared beliefs and rituals of the new 
 culture. This is the subject of Section II.
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 3. Leaders must create a new on-purpose culture for the business. Informal 
business adaptations of social cultures tend to exclude or diminish people 
who have a different personal or social culture outside of the workplace. 
The new culture for your business must specifically include everyone. This 
is the subject of Section III.

 4. Leaders must manage and sustain the new culture. Even cultures such as 
Christianity that have existed for millennia receive regular attention from 
leaders to ensure that the values are upheld and the details of daily appli-
cation of the culture evolve correctly, and to ensure that the people of the 
culture remain unified. You will need to provide the same support for your 
culture, especially in the early days. This is the subject of Section IV.

In the first four sections of the book, I describe the theory and practice of 
creating and sustaining a culture of rapid improvement by fulfilling each of 
those leadership responsibilities. The subject of Section V is a detailed descrip-
tion of activities during the first two years that will lead you to your goal.

Also, throughout the book I offer “Key Ideas” that appear in boxes (as in 
this chapter as well). I have also included a useful chapter summary at the end 
of each chapter to remind you of the key points you need to implement in 
your own organization. Finally, numerous case study “Examples” are described 
throughout the book, based on my experience working with many organizations 
in different industries and nations during my nearly 40-year career.

Summary of Chapter 1
Culture is teamwork on a large scale.
Small teams share values, beliefs, and behavior based on intimate per-
sonal knowledge of the team goals and the other team members.
In large populations, people share values, beliefs, and behavior based 
on formalities and rituals.
It is possible to create an industrial culture with shared values, beliefs, 
and behavior that is uniquely appropriate to your people and business.
Behavior guided by the values and beliefs of an industrial culture is 
not sufficiently granular for industrial operations. It is necessary to 
create new rituals and new leadership for directing the detailed work 
of small teams.
Improvement practiced by everyone acting together as a strategically 
focused high-performing team is required for world-class improvement.
Common industrial cultures today are informal adaptations of 
social cultures.

�
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Practicing improvement at a world-class pace requires converting the 
informal social culture at work into an on-purpose business culture.
An understandable, synergistic boost to the pace of improvement 
results from a strategically focused culture that unites and enables 
everyone.
Both social and industrial cultures can be considered to consist of 
four elements:

 1. Personal or business values.
 2. Beliefs that transform values into action.
 3. Behavior that is consistent with the values and beliefs of the culture.
 4. Rituals that reinforce the unity of people in the culture and also 

ensure that culturally critical tasks are performed as expected.
The leadership elements of culture change are

 1. Strategic direction for the business that people can help implement.
 2. Objective and subjective support for the teams and people who 

will help implement the strategies.
 3. Developing an on-purpose culture of inclusion for all the people 

who will help implement the strategies.
 4. Sustaining the culture as it matures and evolves.

�
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IESTablISh ThE 
ValuES aNd 
bElIEfS Of YOur 
NEw CulTurE

A particularly useful place to begin the discussion of industrial culture is by 
 discussing the strategic goals of the business, the tactical goals that support the 
strategic goals, and the tactical actions that people will take to achieve those goals. 
Ultimately these business goals will serve as the shared values of your culture.

We begin the discussion of culture with a review of strategy because, as indus-
trial leaders, we want a new culture for business purposes, not for social purposes. 
More specifically, we want to create a culture that enables the vast majority of 
our people to receive social support as they autonomously engage with us to 
improve the business. In the process of enabling autonomous action to improve 
the business, we need to be clear that we specify exactly what needs to improve 
and precisely how people can help. The strategy of the business is critical to that 
communication. Improvement that does not advance the strategic goals of the 
business has little value, and inappropriate actions will detract from, rather than 
contribute to, the overall effort.

Without clear strategic direction, it is relatively easy for an honest, hardworking 
person to decide wrongly that what is good for his or her group must also be 
good for the organization.
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Example: In a research and development (R&D) organization where 
I once consulted, there was a laboratory function critical to the 
 process. Essentially, after the scientists who worked at the research 
bench shaking beakers had created a new molecule, a sample of the 
new chemical was delivered to the lab (called the PCL) as the first step 
in developing the new molecule into a commercially useful product.

The PCL functioned principally as a service to the scientists. 
Because of this relationship, the PCL was notoriously inefficient, as 
many service organizations are. Some days there would be little to 
do, and other days there would be far too much to do. So a new lab 
supervisor decided to improve the efficiency of the PCL by smooth-
ing the work flow.

The way he chose to do this was to establish a backlog of work 
ahead of the lab. On busy days, the lab would work at a normal pace 
and leave some work to accumulate for the next slow day. On slow 
days, they also worked at a normal pace by consuming work from 
the backlog. Efficiency in the PCL did in fact improve greatly.

The problem, of course, is that the lab did not exist to be an effi-
cient lab. Instead, the lab existed to make the scientists more effec-
tive in developing new materials. As the lab improved its efficiency, 
two other things happened: the scientists waited longer for results, 
and the product development cycle slowed. The new efficiency in 
the lab diminished the capability of the R&D organization to carry 
out its mission.

In the three chapters in this section, we will discuss establishing the basis 
for engaged people to take autonomous improvement action by creating a 
clear understanding of what improvement the business needs and how people 
throughout the enterprise can help achieve that improvement:

Chapter 2 tells how you can establish strategic goals for the business that are 
useful as the foundation for the shared values and beliefs of your culture.
Chapter 3 shows how you can translate the strategic goals of the business into 
local tactical goals and actions that enable each person or team to make their 
own best contribution as an integral part of the larger business.
Chapter 4 shows how to make the tactical goals and actions visibly appar-
ent at each work location. This visibility enables autonomous improve-
ment in a way that also enables unobtrusive management and technical 
oversight to ensure alignment among teams and to provide certainty to 
business-critical work.

�

�

�
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Chapter 2 describes a strategic planning process that will produce a “gap 
analysis” strategy. That strategic format will be used consistently in the dis-
cussions throughout this book. Although there is more material on strategic 
development here than you might expect in a book on culture, the essence of 
this discussion is creating your strategy for the business in a way that can serve 
your need for broad communication of the objectives for improvement, and 
further, for using strategic communications as a basis for concerted action by 
many people. If you consider the strategy as the basis for the values and beliefs 
and actions of an industrial culture, then it makes more sense. For that reason, 
even if you are confident that you have a successful strategic planning process, it 
will be valuable to read Chapter 2 as a basis for the material that follows.
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Chapter 2

Strategy: The Values 
and beliefs of an 
Industrial Culture

Key Idea: Strategic goals are the organizing start to an ongoing com-
munication that will provide both direction and focus to the actions of 
the entire organization for an extended period. In the terms of our simple 
model of culture, the strategies are the basis for business-related values and 
beliefs that will be shared by the members of the culture.

Improvements are not all created equal. As we saw in the introduction to this 
section, in extreme cases, it is even possible for local “improvements” to impede 
the mission of the overall organization. A more common effect in large organiza-
tions is for many people to each have a different idea of what might constitute a 
 valuable improvement, with the result that a lot of time and money is consumed 
making local or personal improvements, but the performance of the business 
never improves. Real performance improvement requires that many people make 
many changes, all of which are additive and compatible in pursuit of the strategic 
goals of the business. The only way to achieve this outcome is for the leader to be 
quite specific in communicating what change is needed and how people can help. 
This chapter starts this process by describing an approach for establishing strate-
gic goals that are specifically structured for organization-wide communication.
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Establishing Strategic goals for Your Organization
Setting the strategic goals for a business is much easier than most people make 
it seem. The reason that strategic goal setting is easier than expected is that 
 strategic goals do not need to be precise. Strategic goals are intended only to 
provide a common direction toward a future state of the business that will unify 
and focus many tactical goals and subsequent tactical actions, that will occur 
during a period of perhaps five years or even more. A perfectly acceptable, and 
directionally correct, strategic goal can be as simple and as imprecise as a state-
ment such as, “We need to participate in the Asian market.”

Although strategic goals do not need to be precise, they do need to be cor-
rect. It may be that the vital need for correctness is the reason that strategic 
development has earned a reputation for being difficult. Directional accuracy of 
strategies is certainly important. Deciding to participate in the emerging market 
of Asia may preclude participation in the other emerging markets of Africa, 
Eastern Europe, or South America. If you decide to focus your emerging market 
efforts in the Asian market, then the success of your business requires that the 
Asian strategy be the right direction for the future of the enterprise.

The great benefit of strategic goals is that they quickly focus the field of 
action for the slower, more rigorous, and more precise work of establishing and 
progressing tactical goals and tactical actions. By eliminating Africa, Eastern 
Europe, and South America, the seemingly imprecise goal of entering the Asian 
market reduced your field of action for developing markets by three-fourths.

On the other hand, unlike strategic goals, tactical goals and actions do need 
to be precise. If a company with the strategy to participate in the Asian market 
decided to do so by building a new plant in China, that is a very precise decision. 
Such a decision might very well require years of detailed analysis before the 
project is launched and yet more years of design and construction to bring the 
new plant to fruition.

Although the use of strategies that are only directionally correct may seem 
uncomfortably imprecise for most managers, it is actually quite a satisfactory 
practice. I like to think of strategy as “defining the future journey of the business.” 
For example, one of the most successful actual journeys of adventure and explo-
ration in American history was the Lewis and Clark Corps of Discovery. When 
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark began their travels, they did not know the 
end point of their journey with any precision. They only knew that they were 
going to move along the rivers and lakes of North America toward the northwest 
until they found a water passage to reach the Pacific Ocean. That strategic direc-
tion alone was enough for great success. At the end of the trip, they reached the 
Pacific Ocean at what is now Seaside, Oregon.
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By defining the strategic objective only as “northwest to the Pacific,” they 
enabled an immediate commencement of travel and years of successful interim 
goals and tactical actions along the way, each of which advanced the ultimate 
goal of mapping a Northwest Passage across North America to the Pacific. Their 
simple goal enabled success because it also limited and focused the field of action. 
No one among them got confused and traveled toward Boston or New Orleans. 
Obviously there was more required for success than simply knowing where they 
were going. But that was a great start, and that clarity of intent enabled them to 
focus on everything else.

Similarly, your organization can begin work promptly and make a lot of 
 tactical progress on the journey toward your strategic business goals long before 
you need a precise understanding of the end point. By defining a strategic 
 direction, you also define all other directions as nonstrategic. That provides both 
focus and commonality of action.

In practice, most businesses never reach a strategic end point such as the 
Pacific Ocean and declare victory. Business is ongoing. As tactical progress 
occurs against the original strategies, the strategic horizon continually extends 
farther into the future, defining or refining the direction for the following years. 
For this reason, Chapter 3 discusses a process for periodically refreshing strategic 
goals to recognize progress as well as changes in the environment.

Establishing Your Organization’s Tactical goals
Tactical goals are a necessary companion to strategic goals. Tactical goals repre-
sent specific interim subsets of a strategic goal. For example, if the strategic goal 
for a five-year horizon is “to move toward the northwest from Houston,” then a 
tactical goal could be, “We will be in Amarillo within six months.”

These tactical subsets of the strategic goal are not merely directionally 
 correct. Tactical goals define specific future achievements. There is room within 
a tactical goal for several optional actions. For example, you could get to Ama-
rillo within six months by walking, running, or biking along any of several 
routes. As you commence practical progress toward your tactical goals, you will 
continually define and implement the most appropriate tactical actions. This is 
one reason that we will spend a lot of time in Chapter 4 and beyond on estab-
lishing visibility for tactical goals and actions at the team level. The life span 
of tactical goals is much shorter than the life of strategic goals, and the life of 
tactical actions is shorter still. As a result, tactical goals and actions will likely be 
updated several times throughout the years within the strategic horizon.

Tactical goals and actions with immediate performance expectations ensure 
that the organization begins strategic implementation promptly and makes good 
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progress in the right direction. It is fine for the strategic direction to be somewhat 
imprecise, but practical progress must be both prompt and certain. Together, the 
strategic direction, tactical goals, and tactical actions provide all the information 
that people will need to begin making real progress.

For the first six months and the first year, it is irrelevant whether at the end 
of a five-year journey you will ultimately end your northwest travel in Seattle, 
 Portland, or Vancouver. For the initial six-month period, you need only be certain 
that you are moving in the right direction and making good progress. I am not 
suggesting that establishing a strategy is truly simple, only that selecting a direc-
tion for travel should be much easier and faster than making the trip.

Setting Strategic goals Is the responsibility of the 
Senior leader
Strategic goals for the business as a whole are the responsibility of the most 
senior leader of the organization. The goals are normally developed with the 
participation of the few people who report directly to the most senior leader. 
There are two implications of this requirement that the most senior leader must 
own the goals.

First, the senior leader is principally responsible for the future of the business, 
and the strategy will define that future. It is perfectly acceptable for a leader to 
use the resources of the organization in the normal way those resources are used, 
but at the end of the day, the direction the strategic goals give to the organiza-
tion and the written words that state that direction must unequivocally belong 
to the leader.

Moreover, business is difficult. Every day there are conflicting priorities 
that arise. As we used to say: “When you are up to your neck in alligators, it 
is difficult to remember that your objective is to drain the swamp.” Only the 
most senior leader can protect the strategic goals from the daily distractions of 
 running a business over a multiyear period, and no senior leader will chose to do 
that unless he or she owns the goals as a personal obligation. Finally, only the 
most senior leader can require that all other people in the organization devote 
appropriate time and effort to make the goals a reality.

The second implication of the requirement that the most senior leader of the 
organization must own the goals is that not all senior leaders are at the very top 
of the enterprise of which they are a part. It is also fully acceptable for a middle 
manager with responsibility for an operating unit within a larger business to 
undertake goal setting and managed improvement within that unit. If you are 
at the top of your own organization, including an organization within a larger 
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enterprise, and if you set goals appropriately compatible with the success of 
the larger entity (remember the lesson of the laboratory leader in the Section I 
overview?), then the goal-focused improvement process will work as a foundation 
for you to manage your part of the enterprise, whatever that part may be.

Example: On three different occasions when I led two different orga-
nizations to performance that was recognized as among “America’s 
Ten Best” by Industry Week magazine and led a third organization to 
receive the Shingo Prize, I was not at the top of the entire corpora-
tion. But on those occasions, and several others, I was the most senior 
leader for a discrete piece of the enterprise. Within the responsibility 
that I was given, I did everything that is described here.

a Process for Establishing Strategic goals
There is no value in rehashing the full process of setting strategic goals; that is 
well covered in many other books. If you walk the business aisle of any good 
bookstore, you should be within arm’s reach of several fine books on corporate 
strategy. The lesson of this book, however, is the use of strategy as the basis for 
the shared values of a corporate culture and as a communication device for orga-
nizing the efforts of many people. Therefore I will take just a quick look at the 
bones of the strategic planning process to provide a common basis for proceed-
ing with the discussion of strategic communications.

For most ongoing businesses, the strategic planning process is primarily 
intended to ensure that management mindfully looks to the future to identify the 
“environmental” factors to which the company must respond in order to compete 
successfully. The process continues with an equally careful assessment of current 
internal capabilities that are aligned against the future external demands. The 
future external demands and the current internal capabilities define the strategic 
gaps that the business will need to close in order to be successful in the future. 
These gaps may be large if you need to enter the Asian market and today have no 
Asian capability. Or they may be much more modest. The only critical element 
is that the gaps be carefully defined from good data describing both internal 
capabilities and external demands.

Look Outside Your Organization

Typically gap assessment covers at least the major stakeholders in the future of 
the business: customers, owners, employees, and communities. The next four 
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subsections of this chapter offer a brief description of the assessment appropriate 
to each of these stakeholders in order to indicate the possible considerations that 
you may encounter.

Evaluate Your Customers and Competitors

The future needs of your customers certainly must be a major part of your stra-
tegic direction. If you lose your customers, nothing else matters. The customer 
assessment should also include adequate consideration of capabilities that are 
being demonstrated or developed by your competitors. Competitor capabilities 
will strongly influence future customer expectations. You also should consider 
the future needs of potential customers. Assessing the actions needed to meet 
the future demands of “aspirant customers” often provides a very compelling 
direction for the evolution of your business.

Example: For a three-year period, I was the senior manager of a 
 synthetic rubber business that operated in North and South America 
as well as throughout Europe. This is the same business that received 
the 1991 Shingo Prize. During each of those three years, Goodyear 
Tire designated us as their “best” global supplier. Yet, every time that 
I met with Goodyear management during that period, they had a 
long list of new and different things that they wanted for the future. 
I truly believe that customers want more from the business partners 
they respect than from those they do not. Receiving a customer’s list 
of future expectations is a great indication that they intend to share 
that future with you.

Consider the Owners of Your Business

The second external group to be considered is the people who own the business. 
For these purposes, the owners represent the external expectations of business 
performance within the investment community, and those are generally financial. 
Investors may want growth, cash flow, return on investment, or a variety of other 
specific business results. Aspirations for financial growth may drive you to new 
products, new customers, or new markets.

Unfortunately the time horizon for investors is often not strategic. Under-
standing how you will accommodate or placate your investors is an important 
part of ensuring that you can sustain your strategy.

Key Idea: In combination, the assessment of customers, competitors, and 
owners will help determine the future direction for your business.
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Do Not Forget to Consider Your Employees

Management also needs to consider the stakeholders known as employees. 
Employees are not precisely an environmental factor: employees are an integral 
part of the company. But employees also have many strategic characteristics of a 
third party. Strategically, as you adopt a new culture, there will be many changes 
in the ways employees participate in the future of the business. The business 
 factor represented by employees also includes labor unions, if any, who represent 
your people.

Autonomous employee participation in your industry, and in the best com-
panies that you are seeking to emulate, is a critical consideration of cultural 
change. In the future, your people will need to participate autonomously at 
least to the same extent as the best competitor in your industry. You may also 
want to meet the standard of employee participation set by the best companies 
in any industry. If you intend to develop a workplace where each person makes 
40 or more improvements each year, then the current capabilities and future 
expectations for your employees is a very real strategic factor.

The principle caveat in considering your employees as a strategic factor for 
change is that people want to believe that they will somehow work better or 
harder if the conditions in which they work are improved. In most cases, in the 
industrial situation that exists in North America and Western Europe, though, 
that is not often true.

Studies conducted between 1927 and 1932 at the Western Electric Hawthorne 
Works in Chicago demonstrated that people did, in fact, work harder in response 
to changes in their working conditions. Those same studies also demonstrated 
that the effect was only sustainable if the working conditions changed constantly 
and changed in insignificant ways, such as changes in the color of the walls or 
the intensity of the lighting. Most reports of that study overlook the ultimate 
conclusion that people were responding to the interest and attention they were 
receiving rather than to the actual physical changes in their environment.

Sustainable improvement in personal performance results from changes in 
the work or changes to the work process, but does not often result from changes 
in the work environment. Chasing betterments to the work environment is often 
a fatal mistake when initiating employee engagement. I have seen this effect 
become so pervasive that it has resulted in abandonment of the engagement 
effort because it became expensive and unproductive.

Example: During the last of my 10 years at General Motors, man-
agement conducted a “quality of work life” survey broadly across 
the corporation. At the time, I worked in a 70-year-old building in 
Dayton, Ohio, that had originally been built as part of the Wright 
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Brothers’ Airplane Company. As engineering superintendent with 
responsibility for hundreds of millions of dollars of annual produc-
tion, I recall winter day meetings in my office where we needed to 
wear our coats to keep warm. But at the end of the day, we got our 
work done in a fully satisfactory manner. The building was old, cold, 
and ugly, but it was adequate for the work we did.

In fact, the “quality of work life” survey results for the impact 
of facilities on the performance of people in my terrible old factory 
building were exactly the same as the results from a virtually new 
executive office building at the General Motors Technology Center 
in Detroit. Completely independent of the actual state of the facilities 
we occupied, both groups felt (or at least communicated) that better 
facilities would improve our performance. It is likely that improving 
the facilities would not have changed sustainable performance in 
either situation.

Assess the Needs of Your Organization’s Community

The stakeholder known as “community” includes all of the legal, regulatory, and 
financial reporting requirements placed on your business by others, as well as the 
relationship of your business with the neighbors who live along your fence line 
or in proximity to your operations.

Example: Probably a lot depends on the nature of your business and 
the community in which you operate. When I worked for General 
Motors in Vandalia, Ohio, the part-time mayor of Vandalia was also 
a General Motors employee. In Baytown, Texas, the situation was 
much the same. The part-time mayor of Baytown was also an Exxon 
employee. In both cases, we had huge industrial complexes in small 
towns, and a lot was expected of us.

However, when I worked at Exxon Corporate Headquarters in 
Manhattan, before the company moved to Texas, I was surprised by 
how few people in Manhattan knew where the Exxon Building was 
located. In Manhattan, we were just another office building in a big 
town full of office buildings.

Similar to the needs of your customers, the community considerations that 
will be important to you in the future are those that are specific to your business. 
The key issue is to identify the ways in which the community might impact your 
license to operate and to take a careful look outside to see what is coming.
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Key Idea: For all these stakeholder issues, the intent of looking mindfully 
at the external environment in which you operate is to develop a clear 
understanding of what success will require from you and your business in 
five or more years.

Next, Look Inside Your Organization

Now that you have looked carefully outside to understand what will be required 
of you in the future, look with equal care inside your organization to assess your 
existing capabilities against those requirements. For each strategic need that you 
have identified for the future of your business, assess your current capabilities. 
If your customers want more variety or more consistency, you should assess what 
your current capability is to perform to those expectations and what your history 
has been with improving those capabilities. This internal review occasionally 
unearths some interesting results.

Example: In 1991, the chemical industry was deeply engaged in the 
adoption of statistical quality processes. Customers were beginning 
to request products with a well-defined statistical process capability, 
and the use of statistical methods was clearly the direction for the 
future. Surprisingly, at that time, it was still common practice in the 
industry for some products (such as low-value commodities) to be 
sold by name only with no exact chemical specification agreed upon 
between the customers and suppliers.

Without an agreed specification, it is impossible to assess sta-
tistical product quality and process capability. During our external 
assessment, we found that our customers were moving toward a 
requirement for which we had no internal capability or other operat-
ing basis. That gap between our customer’s future requirements and 
our current internal capabilities identified a real strategic issue that 
was a classic example of a change that could be either a future threat 
or an exciting opportunity.

The important part of comparing internal capabilities against external needs is 
that you must be careful to take an honest look at both the good and bad aspects 
of your existing ability to meet the future business needs that you have identified. 
This is really where you will need to pass the “bulletin-board test” with the folks 
who operate your business. Remember that you are establishing strategies as one 
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part of a communications process that will enable all the people in your business 
to help you succeed. Ask yourself how people will react when you write down 
your opinion of current capabilities and hang it on the wall for everyone to read. 
(You will have to do this. There will be more on this in Chapter 4.)

While you are looking at your capabilities, it is fine to recognize that you have 
recently introduced new capabilities or that you are about to do so. The fact that 
your existing capabilities are changing is an important part of the assessment.

At the same time, be careful not to convince yourself that the introduction of 
new capabilities is, in itself, a strategic goal: as Albert Einstein said, “Perfection 
of means and confusion of goals seems to characterize our age.” Lean manufac-
turing, six sigma, autonomous improvement, and other technologies of that sort 
are only capabilities or means to the end of improving your business. None of 
these capabilities should become business goals in themselves.

Key Idea: In my personal experience, and in conversation with many 
others, it is clear that when leaders become confused and allow the deploy-
ment of the means for improvement to become the strategic objective of 
improvement, then the effort is more likely to fail than to succeed. When 
the means becomes the objective, the two most likely failure modes are 
excessive, costly, and unusable training coupled with “improvements” that 
are great demonstrations of the tool but contribute little to the business.

analyze the gap between Your Current 
Capabilities and Your future requirements
With a good understanding of what will be required for future success, as well as 
an equally good assessment of your existing and developing internal capabilities 
to meet those demands, you can define the precise strategic gaps that need to be 
closed. There will be a lot of management judgment applied in this process. You 
will undoubtedly discover far more gaps than you will elect to include in the 
strategic focus for your future. You may also want to group some gaps together 
as a generic category of improvement. For example, I once combined several 
needs for improvement in manufacturing operations such as quality, quantity, 
flexibility, and return on investment into the single goal of “improve capability 
and capacity with investment less than depreciation.”

Your strategic need at this point is to use your gap analysis, combined 
with management judgment, to describe a few directionally correct paths for 
your organization to follow into the future. You need to exercise great care in 
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selecting the business elements that will become your strategic goals. To avoid 
dilution or loss of focus, each business element that you select as a goal must be 
necessary for future success. To ensure success, all the strategic elements that you 
do select, when taken together, must be sufficient to meet the external demands. 
By deciding which gaps you will close, and how you will do that, you will begin 
the process of communicating to your people how they can help you succeed. 
Remember that at this point you have to be directionally correct, but it is not 
necessary to be precise. That precision will come later as you progress to tactical 
goals and tactical actions.

write Your goals
It is now time to write your strategic goals, as they will be used in the commu-
nication process. In general, I prefer to have just a few goals, each of real impor-
tance. In round numbers, I think that in most situations, five or six strategic 
goals are adequate; three is often not enough, and eight is too many.

The important lesson of this chapter is the communication, not the goals. 
The reason for the preceding brief review of goal setting by gap analysis is that 
our discussion of goals as a communication device will follow the format that 
this process for goal setting produces:

 1. Future need.
 2. Current capability.
 3. Actions to close the gap.

Always keep communication in the forefront of your mind as you write 
your goals. The intent is not to produce a wonderful document. The intent is to 
initiate communication of the direction for the business. For communication 
purposes, a good goal has five specific components, listed below. These elements 
make your written strategic goals a living document that you will use as the basis 
of ongoing conversation about the strategies and conduct of your business and 
of your improvement efforts. Each of these will be discussed separately in detail 
in the next subsections:

 1. Strategic goals have a simple, memorable statement of the gap you are 
closing.

 2. Strategic goals have a directionally correct statement of the future needs of 
the business.

 3. Strategic goals have a credible statement of the current capability of the 
business to meet future needs.

 4. Strategic goals have a few objective measures that define progress.
 5. Strategic goals have interim tactical performance targets to be achieved.
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1. Strategic Goals Have a Simple, Memorable Statement of the 
Gap You Are Closing
The intent of the goal statement is to serve as a mnemonic that will enable people 
to carry the goal and all its components around in their heads each day.

Example: A mnemonic is a memory-enhancing technique that 
enables people to remember something unobvious, complex, or con-
fusing by remembering first something that is simple and memo-
rable. More than 50 years ago, I was taught that the colors of the 
rainbow occur in the sequence: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, 
indigo, violet. That sequence is unobvious and might be hard to 
remember except for the mnemonic “Roy G. Biv” that I was given at 
the time. With Roy to help me, I have always been able to easily and 
quickly remember this information.

The simple phrase that makes goals memorable is what enables goal-focused 
improvement to become a part of how each person makes operating choices 
throughout each day. By remembering the simple and attractive phrase that 
describes the goal, people will be able to remember and use the more complex 
details of the goal itself. For the purpose of using strategies as a value of the 
industrial culture, you want a goal statement that people can conveniently use 
to exchange mutually reassuring communications that strengthen the teams. 
As you will see in the sample goals presented later in this chapter, a goal state-
ment might be as simple as “Improve the capability and capacity of the plant.” 
In pursuit of that goal, people in different parts of the plant may be doing very 
different things, but by exchanging the phrase “capability and capacity,” they 
will know that they are working on the same team, toward the same end, even 
if they appear to be doing different things. This is the place where you say your 
own version of “We are seeking the Northwest Passage to the Pacific.” You will 
want one memorable statement for each goal that communicates the gap that 
you have discovered between future needs and current capabilities.

2. Strategic Goals Have a Directionally Correct Statement of 
Future Needs
In one or two paragraphs of a few short sentences each, describe for each goal 
the vision of the new future state when the goal has been met and the reasons 
that you have found for moving toward this new future state. Be careful not to 
describe the intended actions to achieve that future state. The intent is not to 
imply a limit on permissible actions by describing a few possible actions, but 
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rather to describe the rationale and result of all possible actions that will close 
the business gap that you have identified. It should be clear to people that the 
gap you are closing leads to this future state.

3. Strategic Goals Have a Credible Description of 
Current Capabilities

Again, in one or two paragraphs of a few short sentences, describe the current 
capabilities that you assess your organization to have related to your future needs. 
Be certain that you keep this credible to the folks who will read it: a fair state-
ment will be of more value to you in the long term than any possible inspiration 
obtained from inaccurately describing a pending disaster. It is perfectly acceptable 
to recognize while describing the current state that capabilities are changing and 
to report the recent trends of that change. Together, it should be apparent that 
the statement of future needs and the statement of current capabilities defines and 
clarifies the performance gap described in the goal statement.

4. Strategic Goals Have a Few Objective Measures That 
Define Progress

There will be a lot more detail on measurement in Chapter 12, but for now, for 
communication purposes, keep the number of measures in the goal statement 
small, and make the measures as objective and understandable as possible. 
For some people, the paragraphs describing the future state and current capa-
bilities will establish the strategic path. For others, the measures will be the best 
descriptor of what you intend to achieve. Independent of what people under-
stand the goal to be as a result of the written materials, for almost every member 
of your team, the measures will be the best indicator of what they will actually 
do in response to the goals.

Key Idea: Think about the measures as a communication device in exactly 
the same way the words are structured to communicate. Be certain that 
the measures you adopt accurately and objectively measure the strategic 
path forward.

I have seen far too many measurement systems that were superficially 
or indirectly related to the goal. That practice is both distracting to the 
communication as well as an invitation to folks to do the wrong thing in 
pursuit of the measure rather than in pursuit of the goal.
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5. Strategic Goals Have Interim Tactical Performance 
Targets to Be Achieved
We will discuss in Chapter 3 that the goals need to be refreshed periodically in 
order to sustain improvement over a long period of time. As you begin practic-
ing a disciplined approach to strategic goals, you should identify the date of your 
next formal update. For at least the period until the first scheduled refreshment, 
which will likely occur in two years, you should have a specific performance target 
designed to achieve ratable progress against each goal for each six-month period.

As mentioned, strategic goals may be directionally correct, but imprecise. 
This does not imply in any way that it is acceptable for progress to be slow or 
uncertain. Good performance targets for each six-month period help ensure that 
you get started promptly and continue diligently.

Present Your goals to Your Organization
All five components of each goal as described above must be able to fit on one 
side of a normal sheet of paper when the goals are written for presentation to 
the organization. This is the time to be concise in your writing. As hinted at 
earlier, ultimately you will hang these few sheets of paper on the wall throughout 
the facility so that everyone can see exactly what you are all going to be doing 
together. Goals have a limited value in engaging people unless everyone can see 
them and talk about them.

Figure 2.1, Figure 2.2, and Figure 2.3 illustrate the form and substance of 
strategic goals. For the record, because they have been written from my own 
experience, these documents appear to be goals that I might have used in my 
prior life, but they are not. These are only examples.

The value of the sample goal documents is that they represent several types of 
goals that you might need, along with some pro forma indication of the consid-
erations for each type of goal. Here are a few observations on the sample goals.

First, look at the goal statement that heads each sheet. The intent here is 
to create a mnemonic to provide people with a handle that they can use to 
remember the entire goal based on some simple and easily remembered phrase. 
They can then use that handle to carry the entire goal around in their heads. 
Normally for these three goals, people would learn to remember:

“License to operate,” which represents the community goal of Figure 2.1.
“Involve all people,” which represents the employee goal of Figure 2.2.
“Improve capability and capacity,” which represents the customer/owner 
goal of Figure 2.3.

�
�
�
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figure 2.1 Sample goal for meeting the future needs of communities.
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figure 2.2 Sample goal describing employee value, inclusion, and 
participation.
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figure 2.3 Sample goal combining customer needs and owner needs into a 
single goal of improved manufacturing operation.
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With those memorable phrases as a starting place, most people will be able 
to do a creditable job of recalling the full content of each goal as it applies to 
their particular work or team. They will certainly recall enough details to make 
directionally correct decisions and have useful conversations with management 
or team members.

Note also that all the visions of the future open with a comment on the 
rationale of the business need underlying the goal:

Figure 2.1: “Our business needs to demonstrate that our operations are 
absolutely legal, safe, honest and ethical.”
Figure 2.2: “The best companies in industry improve through the com-
bined efforts of all the people.”
Figure 2.3: “Customers constantly demand new or different specialty 
products and greater consistency in commodity products.”

Those opening sentences will be among the strongest invitations to early dia-
logue about the goals. Managers who publish these goals need to be prepared to 
make a compelling case for change that is consistent with the opening statements.

Conclusion
In most businesses, the current state is neither wonderful nor terrible. Some 
middle ground is the truth, especially as you look toward the future. The situ-
ation today is good, but looking out a few years, there are changes that will be 
needed, or at least changes that will be of great benefit.

Key Idea: One strongly held personal belief of mine is that a business 
does not have to be bad in order to get better; it just needs to get better. 
Talking with people about becoming better than they are has a much 
different motivational impact than trying to convince them that they are 
currently bad.

I personally like to set horizon strategic goals that give direction to the enter-
prise for the next five years. Within that period, I like to have very specific per-
formance expectations for each of the first four six-month periods. Sometimes, 
as in the examples, you can get that effect by setting a two-year performance 
target and requiring ratable progress each six months. Other times, it is accept-
able to set more specific independent targets for each six months. Normally you 

�
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would do this if you anticipate that your capability to make progress will vary 
with time. In such a case, you might set a slower pace for early periods, with a 
more aggressive pace in subsequent periods.

The purpose of interim targets, however, is to avoid the trap of letting goal 
achievement slide into the future until it becomes impossible to catch up with 
your initial expectations. Recognizing accelerating capabilities is OK, but do 
not let the early periods slip by without truly significant performance improve-
ment. Often, the early opportunities are so apparent and ripe for action, and the 
new technical tools of improvement so attractive, that early and easy progress 
occurs at about the same pace as later progress that is more difficult but achieved 
with greater capabilities.

The next chapter continues to establish the basis for your new culture by 
describing the process for translating these management goals into local goals 
and actions for each of your operating teams.

Summary of Chapter 2
Strategic goals are the organizing start to an ongoing communica-
tion that will provide both direction and focus to the actions of the 
entire organization for an extended period into the future.
Strategic goals do not need to be precise, but they do need to be 
directionally correct.
“Northwest to the Pacific” was a usefully correct strategic goal for 
Lewis and Clark. It enabled an immediate commencement of travel 
and years of successful tactical actions.
By setting one strategic direction, you define all other directions as 
nonstrategic, and that provides organizational focus to all activities.
Business strategy is the responsibility of the most senior manager.
You can usefully employ strategic goal setting and improvement for 
the part of the business that you lead if you are the most senior man-
ager for a discrete portion of a larger entity.
Setting goals requires a close look at the future needs of the business-
critical stakeholders, including customers, competitors, employees, 
owners, and communities.
Setting goals requires an equally close look at existing capabilities to 
meet the future requirements of your stakeholders.
The gap between the future needs of the business and the current 
capabilities defines the goals for change in the next few years.

�

�

�
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Be careful not to confuse the means or method for making improve-
ment with the needed result of improvement.
To make strategic goals useful for ongoing communication, the 
written goal statement should include five elements:

 1. A memorable short phrase that describes the needed change.
 2. A short few sentences describing the future needs of the business.
 3. A short few sentences describing existing capability to meet 

future needs.
 4. Objective measures of the desired performance.
 5. Specific performance targets to be achieved in the immediate 

future.

�

�
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Chapter 3

Making Your 
Cultural Values 
Personal

Key Idea: Before most people can act to help you achieve the strategic 
goals of your business, they need to receive specific tactical goals that are 
within the normal capabilities of their team. Before individuals can adopt 
the cultural values of your enterprise as their own, they need to under-
stand the meaning of those values in a personal way.

Once you have established the strategic direction that your business needs to 
follow over the next several years, and once you have created (at the highest level 
of your organization) a set of goal documents that communicate that direction, 
you need to get your message out. When you translate your strategic goals into 
tactical goals and actions throughout the enterprise, you initiate the ongoing 
communication that’s needed to create a culture of rapid improvement.

Strategic goals are a management work product that defines the areas of 
focused importance and the direction for change. Starting with that strategic 
direction for the business as an entirety, you need to take the next step toward 
action by making the goals intellectually accessible and tactically useful to indi-
viduals and teams throughout your enterprise. The strategy gets everyone facing 
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in the proper direction. The tactics set the group in motion, with everyone doing 
his or her part to make the trip successful.

The two most common problems that prevent strategic goals from usefully 
permeating an organization are

When senior managers do not disseminate the goals in any manner, and
When senior managers disseminate goals in a format that is not meaning-
ful to most team members.

Most team members (especially those on the front line) cannot look at a senior 
management goal such as “Improve the capability and capacity of the plant with 
new investment less than depreciation” or “Maintain our license to operate” 
(which were described in the examples from Chapter 2) and understand the way 
in which they can contribute to the attainment of those goals within the normal 
scope of their work. People simply cannot help you succeed when they do not 
know how to help.

Example: Since retiring, I have become a director and now chair-
man of Energy Capital Credit Union. The credit union board meets 
once each month, and our meeting includes lunch. Just as with most 
lunches that occur in a conference room, the board’s lunch histori-
cally consisted of a platter of miscellaneous sandwiches, some chips, 
and condiments.

Beginning with my second meeting as a director, there was a 
 platter of sandwiches to be shared among most of the board members, 
and a Styrofoam box with my name on it containing a Rueben 
 sandwich or a meatball sub or something else just a little more inter-
esting than the standard fare. The rest of the board members quickly 
realized that the president’s secretary was getting me special meals, 
but they did not know how or why. It soon became apparent that 
they believed I was getting more interesting food because she liked 
me, and this resulted in a variety of amusing efforts by other board 
members to get her to like them as well.

When that did not work, some of them finally broke down and 
asked me how I got the special meals. The answer, of course, was 
 simple: each month before the meeting, I simply call and tell her what 
I want. The president’s secretary is a wonderful person and is glad 
to make the small effort needed to get me a special sandwich. What 
she is not willing to do is to guess what the other board members 
might want. A standard platter of sandwiches has been safe practice 

�
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for years, and that is what you get unless you specify something else. 
This may seem like a trivial example, but it is a serious lesson in busi-
ness culture: most people will not behave in a new way at work until 
a leader tells them clearly what new behavior is appropriate. (As a 
follow-up to this story, I should say that with time, we returned to all 
sharing a common fare, but began to have fried chicken, pizza, and 
other foods that are both better tasting and less expensive than the 
standard executive sandwich platter. We got this outcome because 
we all told the secretary that we wanted something different.)

The goal translation process is all about telling people, clearly and in detail, 
exactly how they can help. Most of your employees are similar to the credit union 
secretary: they are honest, hardworking people who are glad to join with manage-
ment to help the business succeed, but they are unwilling to decide for themselves 
what actions that might require. This is especially true in a case where the new 
work is noticeably different from the work that has historically been successful 
for them. As you create a culture of rapid improvement, you are dramatically 
changing the work people do by adding the new work of autonomously improving 
the business to the existing work of operating the business. To ensure that they 
join with you, you need to be careful to define the new work and tell them how 
to succeed at it.

The process to move from strategic goals to tactical action that is derived 
from and supports the strategy is called goal translation. Goal translation is liter-
ally that: just as in language translation, the translator hears a message in French 
and restates the same message in English. The message has not changed, but the 
restatement makes the message useful to the person who receives it. With goal 
translation, you are doing the same thing.

In goal translation, you take the strategic management goals that describe 
the direction of the enterprise in the context and language of management and 
you translate those changes throughout the organization until each individual 
or team has received the same goals in their own context and language. As you 
move through the organization and get increasingly close to the front line, the 
translation process also converts enterprise strategic goals into team tactical goals. At 
the completion of the translation process, each front-line team will have tactical 
goals representing actions they can achieve within their natural capabilities. In 
that way, as with language translation, you take the same message and make it 
useful to every person.

Also, just as it was unimportant to my sandwich selection whether the credit 
union secretary liked or disliked me, this translation simply needs to be clear 
and direct. Nearly every employee of every business wants to do a good job. Your 
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first communication task as a leader is to make sure that your employees know 
what constitutes a good job. Similar to the discussion in Chapter 2 of the impact 
of facilities on performance, it is always good if people enjoy their workplace. 
And it is important that they have collegial relations with the leaders. But those 
attributes alone are not the elements that make change successful. At least at the 
beginning of goal translation, it is far more important to communicate clearly 
than to establish a new personal relationship with people. They already have 
friends—what they want and need is a leader who tells them how to succeed at 
their new work.

For example, consider the goal to increase the capability and capacity of 
a plant with new investment less than depreciation. As a management team, 
the senior managers who set that goal know without translation what it means 
and how they can help. But the meaning and implementation of that goal may 
be unclear to people just a little further down on the organization chart. For 
example, a front-line team operating a machine at midnight on Sunday may 
have no idea at all how they can contribute to such a goal unless management 
provides them with more information.

One reason that few chief executives devote adequate effort to establishing 
formal strategic goals is that few managers actively use the goals once they have 
been written. Of those few who do personally use their goals, a still smaller 
number use the goals as a basis for ongoing communication throughout the 
organization. When Exxon Chemical committed to improve the statistical 
process capability of our products (as described in Chapter 2), we automatically 
committed to establishing formal customer specifications—because without 
formal specifications, process capability has no meaning. The same logic applies 
here. When you seek to engage people to help you achieve the strategic goals of 
the business, you automatically commit to giving them tactical goals that they 
can achieve toward that outcome. Until your people truly know how they can 
help, obtaining the promise that they intend to help has no meaning.

Example: I recently purchased some furniture in the Houston store 
of a regional upscale furniture company. As I paid for my purchase, 
I noticed that on the wall directly across from the cashier, positioned 
so that she looked at it all day every day, was a nicely printed and 
framed copy of the company’s mission and values. When I asked her 
what it meant to her to be the “customer’s friend in the furniture 
business,” she responded that she was working as fast as she could.

I assured her that I was not unhappy about anything. I was just 
interested in company goals. After a brief conversation, it became 
apparent that she had “never really thought about it.” Certainly 
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she had never benefited from a conversation with any manager or 
coworker on that topic. I do not know what the president of that 
furniture company does with his mission statement, but at the front 
line, it is just a bad wall ornament.

If your experience suggests that time spent on setting strategic goals is wasted, 
then it is likely that you have not experienced using the goals as a basis to com-
municate common purpose and shared actions throughout the enterprise. Give 
strategic goals another try and follow the full process described here to make 
goals useful at every level. You will be amazed at the results!

a Three-level View for Translating goals into actions
The translation process is the first and best guarantee that the tactical actions 
throughout your business and at the front line are all additive and compatible 
to achieving your organization’s goals. The essential element of the process that 
ensures the intended result is what I describe as a three-level view. The concept of 
the three-level view is that, at each step in the goal translation process, the evo-
lution of strategic goals into tactical goals and ultimately into tactical actions is 
checked against input to goals and actions received from above, coordination of 
goals and actions with peers, and delegation of goals and actions to those below. 
Those are the three levels. Here’s a quick overview of each level:

Level 1: Teams at each level of the organization receive input to direct 
their goals and actions from the level above.
Level 2: They also coordinate goals and actions with their peers. This 
peer review includes both the details of actions that all the peers will take 
together as well as the separate actions that each member of the peer team 
will take independently.
Level 3: Finally, each team decides on the details of the goals and actions 
that they will delegate as input and direction to the next level.

As you can imagine there is a little “to-ing and fro-ing” to this activity, but it is 
neither painful nor slow. Consider both how quick and how useful it would have 
been if the analytical laboratory manager (who was described in the Section 
I overview) had simply communicated in advance to his peers in research man-
agement about his intent to change the work flow in the laboratory that provided 
service to the scientists.

�
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An example of this translation concept is shown in Figure 3.1 for the rela-
tionship between the three-level views of the chief executive officer (CEO) and 
the division managers who report to the CEO. Assume for this example that the 
business consists of a four-level organization within which you are creating your 
three-level view of strategy:

The highest level is a CEO with responsibility for the entire business.
At the second level, there are several division managers and a few senior 
staff people, all of whom report directly to the CEO.
At the third level are department managers, each of whom has responsibil-
ity for a subset of a division.
At the fourth level are front-line teams, each with a team leader.

�

�

�
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figure 3.1 The three-level view.
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The CEO and the people who report directly to the CEO normally have 
some formal relationship, such as a “management committee.” Those are the 
folks who act together to create the original strategic goal set for the business. 
The translation process for the CEO and the management committee is shown 
in Figure 3.1 and described below. Figure 3.1 also provides a three-level view of 
the translation into each division shown on the other side of the CEO transla-
tion. Using this same format, you will create a three-level view of the goals at 
each level on the organization chart, as described in the following subsections.

The CEO’s Three-Level View
At the CEO level, where the goals are created, you have the first three-level view:

Level 1: The highest level—the input level—of the original three-level 
view is the external world and the knowledge of what is required for the 
business to succeed in the coming years.
Level 2: The next level—the peer level—is the CEO and the division man-
agers and senior staff acting together as a management committee that will 
decide what they will all do together and what each will do independently 
in pursuit of the goals.
Level 3: The final level—the delegation level—of that first three-level view 
is each of the division managers who receive the goals in their individual 
capacities with responsibility for the part of the business for which they 
are the senior leader.

The Division Managers’ Three-Level View
Also shown in Figure 3.1 is the companion and overlapping goal translation 
process for the division managers. Each division manager also has three levels to 
consider during goal translation:

Level 1: Each division manager receives input to divisional goals: these are 
the goals that they helped to create for the entire business as a member of 
the management committee.
Level 2: Each division manager translates those goals into their own part 
of the business in collaboration with their peers on the management com-
mittee as well as the members of the divisional team comprised of their 
own department managers and staff.
Level 3: The division managers each complete the translation process for 
their individual divisions, as the division manager and the department 
managers of that division decide what goals and actions will be delegated 
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as input and direction to the goals and tactics of each department within 
that division.

A sample goal for a division, derived from the original business-wide goal of 
increasing “capability and capacity,” is shown in Figure 3.2. The goal in Figure 3.2 
retains for the division the same goal statement as was selected for the entire 
business. Compare Figure 3.2 with Figure 2.3. Retaining the original goal state-
ment is a unifying mnemonic that facilitates interpersonal conversations and 
links this divisional effort with all other efforts throughout the business.

The divisional statements of the future vision and the current reality are 
different from the CEO’s statements for the whole business only in that they 
are specific to this division’s business segment. The measures are also specific to 
the detailed changes needed in this division, including a wholly new measure to 
track the portion of total output derived from new products.

The important result is that the strategic goals of the division are all consis-
tent with and obviously in support of the enterprise goals as established by the 
CEO and the management committee. The few differences between the goal 
documents reflect two considerations:

First, the details of the divisional goals represent the increase in specificity 
as the translation moves closer to the operational interface with the exter-
nal environment; and
Second, the differences begin to recognize the translation that is in prog-
ress from strategic goals to tactical goals and ultimately to tactical actions.

Despite the necessary differences that are required to reflect the translation 
to the division’s business-specific objectives, wherever possible, the divisional 
goal document has adopted the same or similar language as the language used 
for the CEO’s business-wide goals. Consistency and repetition are valuable in all 
forms of communication when the intent is to demonstrate belief and support 
for new ideas or plans.

Note that in this example, the division’s performance targets are not adequate 
to meet some of the aggregate targets set by the CEO for the entire business. 
This recognizes that the mission of this division is to provide product variety and 
satisfy the customers who are demanding technically distinct products, many 
of which are evolving rapidly. As a result, the division management anticipates 
that efficiency, measured as the overall equipment effectiveness ratio (OEER) 
and product quality, measured by the process capability index (Ppk), will both 
be lower than the average performance that the CEO needs for the business as 
a whole. (If you are not familiar with these measures, there is a more complete 
discussion of them in Chapter 12.)

�
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figure 3.2 Sample goal document illustrating the business goal from 
 figure 2.3 after it has been translated to an operating division.
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This shortfall in performance needs to be resolved as part of the three-level 
view. The other division managers are peers of this division manager on the 
CEO management committee. Acting together, the CEO and the other division 
managers will need to accept and accommodate this shortfall in one division 
that produces primarily specialty products by achieving even better performance 
against the standard measures in the other divisions that manufacture primarily 
commodity products. Also, by recognizing that this division has a problem with 
achieving some of the performance targets, the CEO and the division manager 
are alerted that in order to make a contribution of equal value to the other divi-
sions, this division may need to offset that shortfall in efficiency by excelling at 
other performance targets, such as profit or growth.

Individual Department Managers’ Three-Level View

At the next level of the organization, individual department managers take the 
division’s goals (which the department managers helped create) and move them 
forward to their separate operating teams and translate them once again. The 
final three-level view in the company consists of the department manager, the 
team leaders for the front-line teams, and the products that are delivered exter-
nally to satisfy the original goals. This final translation is shown in Figure 3.3.

As shown in Figure 3.3, the team leaders receive as input the goals that they 
helped to create as members of the department manager’s staff. They collabo-
rate with other team leaders in this department as peers to decide on the goals 
and actions that will be delegated by the department to the several front-line 
teams. Finally, the front-line team leaders delegate for the last time. Just as the 
CEO team received the first input from the outside world, the output from the 
front-line teams is the work itself or the improvement actions taken in response 
to the goals.

At this point, the translation is complete. Everyone throughout the orga-
nization knows what the goals mean to them and how they can contribute to 
goal attainment.

A Case Study of the Three-Level View of Translating 
Goals to Actions

Figure 3.4 is an example of the goal of “capability and capacity” as it arrives for 
action at a front-line team. The front-line team has adopted as much consistent 
language as possible from the higher levels to maintain the link to the goals of 
the entire business. This time, though, the vision of the future is quite specific 
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and very tactical. The strategic goals of the enterprise have become tactical 
actions as they have arrived at the operating interface.

This team will improve its equipment, specifically extruder 4, by taking some 
very specific actions that they know of now and by searching for more specific 
actions consistent with the goal and consistent with the natural capabilities of 
the team. It is recognized by this team that there are other peer teams who are 
taking similar action on related equipment.

The evolution of the goals from the CEO level to the operating level does 
not appear to be very profound at each incremental step. Intentionally there is 
a great deal of common content that is passing directly through the process. 
However, the culmination of this process results in a substantial translation of 
 strategy into tactics while maintaining commonality and consistency throughout 
the enterprise.

figure 3.3 The three-level view in translating goals from a department man-
ager to a front-line team.
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figure 3.4 Sample goal document illustrating the department goal from 
figure 3.2 after it has been translated to a front-line team.
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As described above, the important characteristic of the translation is that the 
three-level view ensures that, at each level, there is recognition of the broader 
needs of the business. Each level starts with input that is more strategic from 
nearer to the enterprise level. They also coordinate with peer goals and activities. 
And each level delegates input and direction that is more tactical to the next 
team that is closer to the front-line interface with the external world. At each 
level, each team describes their own best contribution within the complete con-
text of the enterprise.

At the CEO level, the original business need was defined as improving “the 
capability and capacity of the business with investment less than depreciation.” 
No operating team could have received that goal and known with any certainty 
what was expected of them. Following the goal translation process, the team 
in this example knows very specifically that they are to improve the reliability, 
 flexibility, and product quality of extruder 4 using new methods that are within 
their existing capabilities and resources. This team now understands exactly 
what to do, and the team members have quite specific performance targets and 
schedules so that they also know when the first increments of improvement 
need to be completed. Of equal importance is that their goals are linked to the 
business as a whole and also to the work of their peers.

The common language that permeates the translation process draws this 
team together with all the other teams. The consistency and commonality 
enable every team to have an understanding of strategic and tactical linkage 
throughout the enterprise. In such an environment, the analytical laboratory 
manager described in the Section I overview would never have been in doubt 
that his task of improvement was linked more to the effectiveness of the scientists 
than to the efficiency of the lab.

In similar ways, all of the original enterprise goals of the CEO are translated 
into actionable reality for each individual and team throughout the organization. 
When the process of goal translation is complete, every team should know how 
to contribute tactically to the strategic goals of the business. Every person should 
know how his or her personal goals contribute to the goals of the business, and 
every action by anyone should be compatible with the goals and actions of all the 
other people and teams operating the business as a whole.

Example: In two different assignments, I found it useful to compile 
the original goals at the highest level of the organization as well as the 
first increment of translation and then publish them all together as 
a booklet that could be used to communicate our intent as a unified 
business. I was the manager for Exxon’s large chemical complex in 
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Baytown, Texas, for seven years. During that time, we developed 
our original goals, and we also refreshed our goals twice. So we had 
a total of three booklets describing our shared goals and demonstrat-
ing our joint progress. This documentation became a very powerful 
communication device to demonstrate constancy of purpose and 
progress both internally and externally.

Keeping the whole Team on board
Chapter 11 covers in more detail the organizational and communications prob-
lems that typically arise when some individuals are excluded from the improve-
ment process. Oddly, one of the first groups that is often excluded during the 
creation of an autonomous workforce is the middle managers. Sustaining a 
consistent three-level view of the goals and tactics of the enterprise throughout 
an enterprise-wide translation process ensures that all these critical people are 
included. Far more is at stake during goals translation than may be apparent. As 
you communicate with your people, never forget that managers are people too, 
and they require the same engagement and attention as everyone else.

refreshing Your goals
As discussed, the strategic process should commence by looking outside of your 
company to determine the needs of your business for the next five years. And as 
it progresses, measures should be set and performance targets established for the 
first four six-month increments. As a result, you should have business goals that 
represent a five-year strategic horizon; in addition, through translation, you should 
have specific tactical action and performance expectations for the first two years.

So what happens as you approach the end of the first two years? The strategic 
horizon has now moved closer, and most of the performance targets that you set 
originally should be achieved or surpassed. Therefore the two-year mark is time 
to refresh your goals.

As you refresh your goals, you should do another formal review of the future 
needs and expectations of your external stakeholders and also of your current 
internal capabilities against those needs. Ask the following questions:

What are your critical constituents—that is, your customers, competitors, 
employees, community, and owners—going to be demanding of you next?
What new capabilities do you have?
How much progress have you made?

�

�
�
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Even if you have kept empirically current with your constituents, a formal 
review of your future needs and capabilities is valuable. There is a notable dif-
ference between knowing what is of current interest to your stakeholders and 
understanding their future needs. The formality of a strategic review and docu-
mentation of what you find out is also beneficial in order to be certain that 
every member of the management team has the same understanding of each of 
the several elements of future importance to the business. This formal review is 
especially valuable if you will be pursuing new products, new customers, or new 
geographies, which implies that you may need information from contacts that 
are not a routine part of your ongoing business.

Refreshing goals should be just that: a refresher. In other words, update what 
you have, but do not start over unless the external environment has changed sub-
stantially from what was anticipated or unless you were simply wrong in the first 
instance. Continuing to use the analogy of traveling to the northwest from Hous-
ton, it would be appropriate as you refresh your goals to recognize the progress 
that has been made and to reset performance targets in light of that progress.

For example, the new current state could recognize that you are already in 
Santa Fe. So the new interim goals and performance targets would talk about 
Denver and points further northwest. You might add precision to your strategic 
horizon. After two years of moving northwest, it is now clear that you are ulti-
mately going even further north than originally thought. The destination will be 
either Vancouver or Seattle: Portland is no longer within the strategic scope. You 
might also update your capabilities: you started out walking and along the way 
you have acquired a bicycle, so future progress should be more rapid.

Remember as you refresh your goals that one critical purpose of having goals 
is to enable communication that unites everyone in support of the business. 
When you publish your refreshed goals and translate them to the organization, 
it should be apparent to everyone that the organization is now, and has been, on 
the right track and making good progress.

There will be new challenges described in your refreshed goals, but they 
should be clearly related to the old challenges. If the world has really changed, 
or if there was originally a mistake, you may have to recognize that situation and 
substantially change direction. But once you have a strategically engaged work-
force, it is important to avoid “starting over” unless it is truly justified.

Key Idea: If you are careful in your goal setting and goal translation pro-
cess, then improvement actions should be apparent. When a team makes 
one improvement, then the next opportunity is obvious. In this environ-
ment, I have never—not even one time—experienced the effect described 
as “diminishing returns.”
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In fact, my experience has been quite the contrary. The most common 
experience with well-translated strategic direction is that the front-line 
teams accelerate their rate of progress because they become better at pro-
ducing improvement, and they tackle more important initiatives.

a final word on Translating Strategic goals into 
Tactical goals and Tactical actions
The mindful and detailed translation of strategic goals into tactical goals and 
actions appears in theory to be slow and possibly painful. In practice, however, 
it proceeds smoothly and quite rapidly. The only truly slow and painful part 
is describing it and reading about it. Goal translation is not really difficult or 
cumbersome, and it is truly valuable. By carefully translating, you really will 
establish the basis for your new culture:

Everyone is aligned toward the shared values as expressed in the strategies 
of the business.
Everyone knows their own role, understands the roles of others, and under-
stands the interrelation of their role as part of a group of peers.
Goal translation makes the organization stronger by engaging everyone, 
including middle managers.
The big team of the enterprise and the small teams at the front line are 
truly united in the shared understanding that ultimately will become the 
values of your industrial culture.
Finally, goal translation avoids all three of the major problems that unpre-
pared managers routinely experience with autonomous improvement:

 1. It prevents people from doing nothing because they do not know what 
to do.

 2. It prevents people from taking nonstrategic action that consumes time 
and money but does not contribute to the success of the business.

 3. It prevents people from taking local action that detracts from the 
 overall effort.

As I have discussed before (and will continue to discuss throughout this 
book), great progress at a world-class pace of improvement only occurs when 
nearly all the people in your business are working together to make it happen. 
The detail and coordination needed to allow that effort to succeed is not possible 
with only the general direction provided by enterprise-level strategies. Teams at 

�
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the front line need more detailed information and more precise instructions, and 
they need it in their own context.

The strategies originate the values and beliefs of the culture. Goal transla-
tion makes those values and beliefs more personal and provides the detailed 
tactics that are needed for front-line action. Chapter 4 reviews the creation and 
use of quality stations at the front line to make goals and actions at the front 
line visibly apparent.

Summary of Chapter 3
Before people at the front line can act to help achieve the strategic 
goals of the business, they need to translate the strategies into specific 
tactical goals that are within the normal capabilities of their team.
Few managers devote adequate time to the creation of strategic goals 
because few managers make the goals useful after they have been 
written.
Strategic goals only become widely useful when they are translated 
into action that many people can support.
During goal translation, start with a three-level view at the high-
est level:

 1. External world.
 2. President and direct reports.
 3. Direct reports in their individual roles.

Sustain the three-level view throughout until, at the front-line level, 
you have the final three-level view:

 1. Front-line supervisors as a leadership team along with their 
second-line supervisor.

 2. Front-line supervisors along with their work groups.
 3. The work or work product itself.

Make certain to keep everyone, especially middle managers, involved 
in the goal translation. Do not allow the middle of your organiza-
tion to be excluded.
Goals need to be structured so that they can be refreshed periodically, 
as the strategic horizon moves closer, without abandoning the origi-
nal goals or starting over.
A good goal translation should ensure that people have the information 
needed to

 1. Be certain that all people know what to do and how to help.

�
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 2. Avoid unfocused or nonstrategic improvements that cost time 
and money without contributing to the overall effort.

 3. Avoid contrary improvements that enhance performance in one 
place, only to diminish performance in other places.

 4. Achieve great strategic progress.
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Chapter 4

Quality Stations: 
The rituals of 
Your Culture

Key Idea: In an industrial culture, just as in any social culture, people 
will generally behave in conformance with the norms of the culture, as 
a means of obtaining peer approval. For social purposes, behavior that 
receives peer approval is often sufficient, but for industrial purposes, more 
precision is needed to achieve detailed performance to very specific expec-
tations of quality and timeliness.

In addition, some physical or systemic changes may need oversight to 
ensure against technical errors that may not be foreseeable or identifiable 
at the front line. The cultural mechanism for prescribing behavior that 
needs to be specific and certain is ritual.

rituals at work
Management does not want to interfere with the practice of autonomous 
improvement once it has been initiated, but management must have some over-
sight to ensure that all activities of the business conform to expectations. The 
answer to this need for unobtrusive, but precise oversight is rituals that establish 
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and retain consistency among the widely distributed activities of many small 
groups. A ritual is defined as

Any practice regularly repeated in a precise manner established by 
tradition or prescription so as to satisfy one’s sense of fitness.

When the industrial culture prescribes rituals of action, communication, and 
visibility, the work of autonomous teams can be subject to oversight that does 
not unduly constrain the activity.

Autonomous action is not unmanaged, it is just not closely supervised. In fact, 
autonomous improvement needs to be a very carefully managed process. There 
are many reasons for this. Although teams act with independence and initiative, 
management still needs to ensure that each team achieves sufficient progress and 
that all teams produce results that are additive and compatible to the work of 
others. Of great importance, management must avoid problems with safety or 
technical considerations that may exceed the vision or knowledge of the team. 
In businesses such as the chemical and food industries, and many others, there 
are potential consequences from mistakes in autonomous improvement practices 
that are far worse than loss of improvement.

Example: Famous in the lore of the chemical industry is the disaster 
at Flixborough, England, in 1974 at the Nypro plant, a joint venture 
of Dutch State Mines and the British National Coal Board. Very 
briefly, employees undertook a series of physical changes to increase 
the throughput of their plant. These changes occurred over a few 
days and each one, in its turn, appeared to the people making the 
changes to be quite correct and logical, especially in context as an 
extension of what had been done before. Unfortunately, the cumula-
tive effect of the several changes caused the plant to explode, killing 
28 people and seriously injuring 36 others.

Obviously, such an outcome is not acceptable. Even when you 
want to create an environment of autonomous improvement, some 
limits on the possible actions of improvement teams and some form 
of prior technical review of changes are essential if your business 
has the potential for unexpected consequences that may exceed the 
capabilities or understanding of the improvement teams, and a great 
many businesses do. When I related this event at one of my seminars, 
a manager from the sausage industry had exactly the same concern. 
He could not allow any autonomous changes that had the potential 
to produce bad sausage that could harm his customers.
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Management can ensure sufficient progress and maintain safety by estab-
lishing rituals of practice to make the conduct of autonomous improvement 
visibly apparent and constrained by established limits. This visibility will enable 
an unobtrusive, but formal, management and technical review process that 
will ensure appropriate oversight of the changes without getting in the way of 
progress. There are four basic rituals of improvement that must be practiced to 
ensure that teams achieve at least certain minimum expectations of performance 
and safety. In addition, there may be other rituals that you develop to fit your 
people or the needs of your business, but here are the basic four:

Show the tactical goals of the team.
Show the projects in progress.
Measure and communicate results.
Make ideas for the future visible and interactive.

Each of these four basic rituals are described in more detail in this chapter. These 
rituals will be practiced by each team using a physical device known as a quality 
station, which is described in detail. The focus of this chapter is the use of quality 
stations as a way to communicate and to ensure management oversight, while 
still providing employees with autonomy.

using Quality Stations to Implement the 
four rituals of Improvement
One approach to answering the companion needs of oversight and autonomy in 
industry is by using quality stations. A quality station is a physical device that 
allows each team to openly display the four basic rituals of improvement, as 
described in the following sections.

Ritual 1: Quality Stations Help Show Tactical Goals

Each quality station needs to show the tactical goals that are being progressed by 
the team and the derivation of those goals from the strategic goals of the enter-
prise. This ritual of quality station practice visibly represents the three-level view 
established during goal translation and ensures at least logical alignment among 
all the autonomous teams. By keeping the team goals and their derivation visibly 
apparent, managers and engineers can adopt a routine of unobtrusively review-
ing the work of each team, so that there is less likelihood of any team initiating 
action that would be nonstrategic or counterproductive.

�
�
�
�
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Ritual 2: Quality Stations Show Activities in Progress
Each team needs to show what project they are working on at this moment and 
the anticipated cost, schedule, and benefit of that work. This ritual of quality 
station practice ensures that each team is actively engaged in meaningful work 
to advance the goals. By keeping current actions visibly apparent, it is clear that 
teams are engaged in the improvement process. By communicating exactly what 
is currently happening, any unforeseen issues of compatibility or safety can be 
identified during the reviews of Ritual 1 before they progress too far.

Ritual 3: Quality Stations Show Projects Completed and 
Measure and Communicate Results
Each team needs to show what projects it has already completed and the 
results it has achieved. This ritual of quality station practice is in the form of 
an “after-action review” to ensure that the actual outcome of the work of the 
team is the same as the intended result. By accumulating the measured results 
of completed work, the team demonstrates not only that it is actively engaged 
in improvement, but that it is successfully engaged, which is also important. By 
displaying the measured outcome of its projects, the team also demonstrates the 
compatibility, safety, and effectiveness of its actions as completed.

Ritual 4: Quality Stations Show Ideas for the Future
Finally, each team needs an interactive section of the quality station where ideas 
for future action are proposed and developed. This ritual of quality station prac-
tice often enables simple ideas to initiate consideration by the whole team in 
a way that ideas mature into better ideas before implementation, and it also 
 provides the visibility for effective management and technical oversight before 
any physical change is undertaken.

details on the four rituals of Improvement
These four basic rituals of practice require that teams make their actions and 
results visibly apparent. These four rituals are enterprise-wide, and all teams 
must practice them. Because all teams are meeting the same basic expectations, 
the practice of these rituals should receive social support within the culture of 
your business. These rituals, combined with other operating standards or rules 
of practice adopted by the organization for all teams (such as establishing the 
minimum time between the first posting of an idea and the initiation of work 
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to progress that idea) create a very solid foundation for autonomous action in a 
well-managed environment. Further detail on each of the basic rituals will make 
this concept clear.

Ritual 1: Show the Tactical Goals of the Team

To ensure that progress occurs at a world-class pace of improvement, all improve-
ment activities need to be focused toward the strategic goals of the enterprise. 
The first basic ritual is the tool for maintaining the necessary alignment among 
the dispersed teams.

This alignment of actions throughout the business will be initially obtained 
using the goals translation process described in Chapter 3. But in the nature of 
things, the tactical goals of front-line teams have a shorter life than the strategic 
goals of the business. As a result, the tactical goals at each quality station will 
evolve, perhaps several times, during the life of the original strategic goals. The 
results of the original goal translation are a good start toward alignment and 
compatibility across the enterprise, but they are not sufficiently enduring.

At the completion of the original goals translation, each team has received 
specific tactical goals. As the teams make progress, they will need to periodi-
cally refresh their goals. This is not the same as refreshing the enterprise goals 
as was described in Chapter 3. When a front-line team refreshes its goals, the 
 principle things that have changed are the current state and capabilities of the 
team itself. Essentially teams are constantly refining their tactical goals and 
actions to recognize that they have made progress, not to recognize changes in 
the environment within which the team operates. The requirement of the ritual 
is that this ongoing process of establishing tactical goals that are compatible 
with, and additive to, the strategies of the enterprise and the work of other teams 
is just as formal and visible as it was the first time.

Normally the requirement to show the goals of the team is satisfied by post-
ing the goal statements that the team produces during the original or subsequent 
goal translation process. These goals should be clearly and directly responsive 
to the larger goals of the enterprise. Sometimes the teams show both their local 
goals and also a copy of the original enterprise or divisional goals to reinforce 
this connection.

If it ever occurs that the evolving tactical goals of any team have lost align-
ment with the enterprise goals or that any team has lost the connection with 
its peers, then the visibility provided by the quality station will allow manage-
ment to help the team members get back on track before they waste their time 
or possibly detract from the overall effort. The three-level view process should 
continue to be practiced as each team refreshes its goals, but nothing is quite as 
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certain to retain team alignment with the rest of the organization as the ritual of 
hanging the goals on the wall for everyone to see.

Ritual 2: Show the Projects in Progress
Each team should have an improvement activity in progress at all times. In 
a culture of rapid improvement, practicing improvement is not an option and 
it is not to be deferred until a later time without an excellent reason and clear 
approval. The second basic ritual ensures that teams demonstrate that they are 
actively engaged in improvement.

At each quality station, there should be a clear communication of what 
actions the team is taking at each moment. That display should include a 
description of the changes intended, the current status of the work, and an 
estimate of what the improvement result will be. Normally a schedule or an 
anticipated completion date is also included. In general terms, this review of 
work in progress should satisfy the needs of project management appropriate to 
the small-team environment.

This visibility is an excellent opportunity for unobtrusive yet close and con-
sistent oversight of the improvement effort. When a team commences physical 
action on a project, then exactly what they intend to do becomes certain. At that 
point, it is often valuable for management and engineering (who reviewed the 
project originally as an idea) to take another look.

If a team does not have a project in progress or is not meeting its posted 
expectations for completing the project in progress, then there is room for some 
valuable communication. In fact, a team of 6 to 10 people probably should 
have several things in progress at any time if it intends to achieve world-class 
performance. If a team has no active project, or if the active project does not 
move forward for a reasonable period without a very clear reason, management 
should treat this as a failure of the team leader and initiate some more formal 
intervention to get the team back on track.

Ritual 3: Measure and Communicate Results
The only purpose for establishing a culture of rapid improvement is to achieve 
rapid improvement through the joint activities of nearly all the people. The third 
basic ritual of quality station practice requires that each team demonstrate that 
they are truly contributing to the effort.

Specifically, the third ritual of quality station practice requires each team to 
document the improvement activities that it has completed and the measured 
result of those achievements. This includes a description of the completed activity 
that would be sufficient to allow a peer to recognize a similar opportunity (if one 
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exists), as well as enough detail to permit managers and engineers to conduct the 
after-action review to be certain that the activity was correct and successful.

For example, using the team goal shown in Figure 3.4, the team could report 
that in the first month of autonomous improvement, the team assumed respon-
sibility for changing the oil and changing the filters in the hydraulic system of 
their equipment. As a result, those routine owner-operator maintenance tasks 
were done opportunistically during product transitions, as opposed to requiring 
a separate period of downtime for maintenance access. As a result of that action, 
1 hour of production time will be saved during each month, resulting in the 
monthly ability to produce 10,000 extra pounds of product. Chapter 12 provides 
a detailed discussion of measurement, but for the purposes of this ritual, teams 
need to know, measure, and communicate the results of their work.

Using the team goal in Figure 3.4 as an example, that team is improving 
extruder 4, and the team members recognize that other peer teams are improv-
ing other related equipment. With recognition that they are mutually support-
ing the same departmental and enterprise goals in similar operating situations, 
it is easy to see that visibility of a successful project in one team can be very 
useful to stimulate other teams to take the same or similar actions. It is quite 
common to see members of one team perusing the quality stations of other 
teams for good ideas.

Obviously there will be a point where too many activities have been com-
pleted to keep all the details on display. Each of the quality stations will need to 
develop some algorithm to manage removal of old news. This is representative of 
several local rituals of practice that each team will want to adopt for themselves. 
As a starting place, until teams and managers get comfortable with the quality 
station process, the more information that is displayed, the better the results you 
will get.

Ritual 4: Make Ideas for the Future Visible
The best opportunity for unobtrusive but effective oversight by managers and 
engineers occurs when proposed autonomous activities are reviewed before any 
team effort is expended on implementation. The fourth basic ritual requires that 
each quality station provides an interactive section where the team members, 
and others, propose and develop new actions for the future.

Creating new proposals for action is always an exciting and interesting part 
of the work of any team practicing autonomous improvement. Team members, 
and others, can suggest ideas for action and consider them together. This is an 
amazingly powerful tool. Whereas traditional suggestion programs are largely 
invisible, with ideas disappearing into a box for remote assessment by some 
unknown person, the quality station process for idea creation is visible, local, 
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and interactive. Suggestions are offered by people close to the work for discus-
sion, development, and selection by all the team members who share the work.

This is one of the best examples of using the team’s specific knowledge of the 
work and improvement opportunities to make really valuable and rapid progress. 
In fact, because each suggestion is reviewed and discussed by the people most 
familiar with the situation before any work is started, it is quite normal for a 
suggestion posted in the interactive section of a quality station to change signifi-
cantly before it is implemented.

Example: One of my favorite examples of this evolution started with 
a suggestion to change the safety guarding on an exhaust fan. This 
particular fan was roof mounted and very large. It was part of an 
array of many fans intended to ventilate an entire building that was 
constantly flooded by steam arising from a high-temperature hot 
water process. In south Texas, especially during the summer, the 
fans were a critical part of making the building comfortably habit-
able for the folks working there.

The fans were on the roof and the drive motors were located on 
the top of the exhaust pipes. Both the drive motors and the drive belts 
linking the motors to the fans were protected by safety guarding, 
constructed much in the appearance of a large dog house made of 
solid sheet metal. Because of the size, weight, and position of the 
guarding and the motors, whenever a motor needed to be changed, 
it was necessary to bring in a light set of rigging equipment to lift 
the safety guard and the motor down for repair. The total repair task 
might involve a rigger, a mechanic, an electrician, and one or more 
helpers for several hours.

The first suggestion to the mechanical team that was responsible 
for this repair was to convert the dog house safety guard from solid 
sheet metal to expanded metal. (This is like the open-diamond steel 
sheets often seen on top of barbecue grills.) The initial thought was 
that if the safety guard were lighter, the mechanics could start the 
repair before the riggers arrived with their equipment, by simply lift-
ing the guard down. That started the team thinking seriously about 
improving this routine operation that had been in existence essentially 
unchanged for decades. Then the suggestions poured forth:

The motor did not have to be on top of the exhaust pipe, it 
could be on the side. That took the motor from nearly 10 feet 
above the roof to about 4 feet off the deck, a convenient height 
to work.

�
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The motor did not need to be guarded; the only exposed 
 moving part was the drive belt. That took the safety guard 
from the size of a dog house to the size of a toaster oven.
The fan blades did not have to be steel; they could be fiberglass, 
which greatly reduced the weight of the fan and consequently 
reduced the size of the motor.
This process continued until someone observed that the roof 
was not an electrical hazard or explosion zone so the motor 
could be plugged in rather than hard wired.

At the end of the discussion, before any work had taken place, the 
initial simple suggestion to reduce the weight of the safety guard had 
evolved into a change that enabled a single person to go to the roof 
alone and replace a bad motor in just a few minutes. In fact, the task 
was simplified to such an extent that the production operators could 
do it themselves, allowing prompt repairs on nights and weekends, 
when most mechanical crafts were not on duty. Because the original 
simple idea was suggested to the group who knew the most about the 
task, a big, routine job that regularly required special equipment and 
three crafts for several hours essentially disappeared.

Culturally appropriate Small-Team leadership
In addition to the four mandatory basic rituals of a quality station, there are 
 several new practices of team leadership that will help teams achieve detailed 
action that is both autonomous and consistent with enterprise goals. Generally 
these new practices are companions to the basic rituals, and they are often 
described as “rules of practice” because they are mandatory for all teams, but 
not so exhaustive or visible as the rituals.

For example, an enterprise will likely establish a minimum amount of time 
that an idea must reside on the quality station as a proposal before it can progress 
to physical action. This “residence time” will allow management and technical 
review prior to the first expenditure of resources. In most situations, after the 
residence time has elapsed, the team is then free to progress the idea at their 
convenience. Rules of practice such as this adapt the basic rituals to the specific 
business situation of your company.

It may also be appropriate for the business as an entirety, or in part, to have 
very specific rules of practice that prohibit any autonomous action without prior 
formal approval in certain situations. For example, in a petrochemical plant, 
engineering approval and participation could be absolutely required for any 
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changes to the “hydrocarbon containment envelope” that separates the hot 
flammable chemicals from the air and the people. Such a rule would likely have 
avoided the Flixborough disaster described earlier in this chapter. Typically the 
senior management will define the intent of such a rule for application to the 
whole business. The details of applying the general rule to the work of each team 
(such as defining the local scope of the hydrocarbon containment envelope) are 
developed by team leaders and supporting engineers.

Key Idea: Before a business launches quality station practice for the first 
time, senior managers and technical experts should define the rules and 
limits of practice that will apply to all teams. Those limits and rules should 
be rigorously enforced and regularly updated. In general, you do not want 
to initiate autonomous action and then tell teams one at a time that they 
lack authority for the projects they have selected. That will only re-create 
the uncertainty that stops people from acting. And you certainly do not 
want to create rules of practice after something bad has already happened.

In addition to the rituals of quality stations and the universal “rules of 
practice,” each team should adopt its own local rules of practice for such things 
as considering project proposals and selecting the project that will be promoted 
from idea to action. The folks at the front line who have their own budgets for 
autonomous activity are some of the best stewards of corporate spending that 
I have ever seen. They worry and work the projects to get real value for each 
 dollar spent. Improvements at the quality stations routinely produce real returns 
on spending that are greater than full payback within the first year. That is far 
better than the results from most capital project improvement efforts. With that 
experience in mind, I have generally allowed teams to develop their own prac-
tices for project selection and budget management. Management, of course, still 
sets the budget.

Establishing and following the basic rituals and rules of practice, combined 
with other team interactions, is a significant part of culturally appropriate leader-
ship of small-team improvement. Initially the team leaders will continue to 
provide specific direction for routine local work in much the same way that 
they always have done. Despite the intent to improve, the organization needs to 
operate the fundamentals of the business successfully each day. As described in 
Chapter 8, there will be a future role for autonomous teams that have matured in 
specific ways to participate in the conduct of routine work where the standards 
are clear and well known. For the practice of improvement, the team leaders 
 collaborate with their teams in the local details of quality station practice to help 
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ensure that improvement occurs in a safe and certain way. Team leaders are also 
responsible for representing management in providing the teams with the objec-
tive and subjective elements of engagement, as described in Section II.

Communications at the Quality Stations
Essentially a quality station is a communication device. In the presence of a 
quality station, there is always a lot more communication than normal within 
the team, with visitors to the quality station (such as with members of another 
team), and between the team members and the managers and engineers who 
support the team’s efforts. It always comes as a surprise to people who initiate 
quality stations when they recognize that they previously did not have very 
much meaningful conversation within their own team and had effectively no 
conversation with other related teams.

Conversations between the teams and management become much more 
valuable. In large organizations, it is often difficult for senior managers to know 
the details of each operation sufficiently well to have really meaningful detailed 
conversations with the folks who are conducting the work. This is especially 
true when the organization is so large or so dispersed that senior management 
may only be at each work location infrequently. Often the people who are con-
ducting the work at the front line have a lot that they would like to talk about 
during these management visits, but they need some support to help structure 
their conversation.

Many front-line people think that informally telling management about the 
good things they have done is a form of bragging, so without a quality station, 
they avoid doing it. Many just lack confidence in their ability to discuss details 
with a senior manager, or they think that the work the team did together should 
be described by the team as a whole or by another person who made a bigger 
contribution. There are many reasons that important communication from the 
front line to management simply does not happen in a traditional industrial 
 environment. The result is that field visits by senior managers are either uncom-
fortably quiet or they evolve into inconsequential conversations about the 
weather, sports, or news—when they might otherwise have been much more 
valuable business conversations.

Quality stations can help avoid this communications breakdown. A quality 
station opens the communication by making the detailed work of the team 
 visibly apparent. Because that work is strategically aligned with the goals of the 
enterprise, it has a meaningful context for both managers and team members. 
It also contains the seed material for anyone who is present at the quality station 
to have a meaningful conversation on the improvement process as it applies 
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 specifically to that team. And because this conversation with management is 
a formal role of team members in representing the team, there is much less 
reluctance to participate in these conversations. I have seen the most remarkable 
presentations of status and progress made by people who previously would have 
scurried away without a word upon the arrival of a senior manager.

Example: In Baytown, Texas, after we had received significant inter-
national recognition for both our performance and our processes, we 
frequently received visitors who were attracted to us by the many 
awards we were receiving and the articles and books that mentioned 
us as a great example of what is possible. On one such occasion, the 
CEO of a major corporation was visiting us, along with a team of 
his senior executives.

I received them in the morning and sent them out for a tour of 
the facility and a review of our activities. At the close of their day 
with us, the CEO remarked that I was blessed to have so many good 
managers. He was very surprised to learn that, except for the open-
ing and closing interviews with me, he had spent the entire day with 
front-line technicians. The descriptions and discussions that he had 
been so impressed by had all been provided by folks who in prior 
times might not have talked with him at all.

Using the information displayed at the quality stations and the conversation 
enabled by that information, engineers, managers, peers, and literally anyone 
interested in what is happening at any place at any time all have a good way to 
find out in detail. Any team member can, and will, have an easy time holding 
that conversation.

appearance of a Quality Station
The essential concept in the basic rituals of the quality station is to make the 
goals and activities of the team visibly apparent. Within the limits set by the 
rituals and rules of practice, quality stations each have a distinctive appearance. 
Information that meets the practical requirements of visibility can be presented 
in many degrees of formality and beauty. The appearance of quality stations and 
the formality or informality of team interactions at the quality stations will vary 
widely, according to the personality of the team.

Figure 4.1 is one of the first quality stations that I saw during a 1986 trip to 
Japan. This area is an open “cubicle” with only two walls that is located literally 
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in the middle of a production operation. As you can see, this team has lots of 
data covering both of its walls. The team members are clearly meeting the basic 
rituals of quality station practice. They also have a lot of social content. The 
fish picture, the awards overhead, and some of the other surrounding material 
was described as “motivational.” The generous space, the table with flowers and 
comfortable seating, and the general air of social informality all imply that some 
extended and collegial discussions occur here.

Figure 4.2 is somewhat of a contrast: this Japanese quality station that I saw 
during the same visit to Japan as the quality station in Figure 4.1 is all business. 
The information is posted on walls adjacent to the shop floor. The material 
appears to be formally prepared and quite precise. There is no place to sit and no 
extraneous material of any kind. The meetings here are probably shorter, more 
formal, and more disciplined than the meetings held at the quality station in 
Figure 4.1. This team obviously has a different personality than the team repre-
sented in Figure 4.1, but both meet the basic rituals of the culture and the needs 
of the business in their own way.

Figure 4.3 shows a North American quality station that belonged to a team of 
“third-party” contractors providing maintenance services to the site owner. The 
work of this team was very tactical and very practical. The team had acquired 
a Polaroid camera, and the majority of its quality station rituals included dis-
playing annotated photos of work that the team was doing, planning, and had 

figure 4.1 a very social Japanese quality station.
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figure 4.2 a very serious Japanese quality station.

figure 4.3 a North american quality station.
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completed. The photos often included the image of a team member who was 
pointing to something or just smiling into the camera beside a project. Along 
with a few handwritten goals stapled to the wall, this format conformed to the 
personality of the team. The team complied with all the basic rituals for commu-
nications and visibility, but the social elements were informal, the compliance 
was easy to achieve, and the photos presented a very personal approach in keep-
ing with the nature of the team.

Figure 4.4 shows a quality station for an environmental engineering group 
in the United Kingdom. Consistent with the personality of environmental 
engineers, they are using a lot of charts and graphs to describe their work. This 
quality station is located in the conference room that is normally used by this 
group for meetings of all types, including the quality station team meetings. 
Similar to quality stations on the shop floor, these engineers had put their data 
where they do their work.

The quality station for the maintenance team where the fan motor project 
described previously was created and matured was constructed entirely of hand-
written sheets of yellow paper stapled to a cork board. The Japanese quality 
station that is shown in Figure 4.5 fits the definition of “functional but ugly,” 
with several stacks of well-handled pages tacked on top of one another by topic.

The team that owned the quality station in Figure 4.6 was so concerned 
about appearance that it put their materials behind a locked glass door. Other 

figure 4.4 a quality station in the united Kingdom.
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figure 4.5 Example of a functional but ugly quality station in Japan.

figure 4.6 a quality station behind glass.
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than conversation with a team member, the way to interact with this team was 
by posting a yellow sticky note on the glass.

An instrument and analyzer team was making wonderful progress on a long-term 
project to improve the reliability and accuracy of safety and quality critical instru-
ments. Its entire quality station was presented on top of a wall-size running graphic, 
showing the long-term trends in reliability and accuracy for the team’s instruments.

The Staff Support Quality Circle (a team comprised of the executive secretaries 
throughout the site) had a quality station that was truly beautiful. Everything about 
it was attractive and perfectly executed. And the secretaries always had a good story 
to tell about improvements special to their capabilities. For example, they devel-
oped online procedure manuals for all the routine administrative tasks to improve 
efficiency and effectiveness through consistency and accuracy across the site.

In short, a quality station can have any appearance that the team desires and 
has the will to sustain. The appearance, character, formality, and maintenance of 
quality stations are some of the most important local rituals that teams create for 
themselves. So long as each team has all the mandatory rituals and observes all 
of the universal rules of practice of quality stations to satisfy the practical needs 
of communication and safety, I never worry about what the physical display 
itself looks like.

The work of a Quality Station
Creating the original quality station is generally the last increment of the goals 
translation process. Teams often have a volunteer who wants to set it up and who 
does it according to personal tastes. Other times, such as with the Staff Support 
Quality Circle, team members decide together what their quality station will 
look like. But most often, the appearance simply evolves with time to fit the per-
sonality of the team. Some teams initially think that they want or need a quality 
station that is more formal than they are willing to support long term. Other 
teams start out requiring only the bare minimum of quality station formality 
and later grow into something more formal.

Despite best efforts to make the work of maintaining a quality station palat-
able to the team by allowing them to do the work in the way that best suits the 
team members, quality stations are, in fact, a new and separate task. Some folks 
will hate the extra work, while others will need to be limited in the amount of 
time that they devote to the task of the quality station as opposed to the task of 
making products or making improvements.

A good rule of thumb for the work of a quality station is that after it has 
been created and becomes operational, it is the responsibility of each of the 
team members to look at the materials on the quality station at least once a day. 
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This should be done at their convenience, in their “free time” either during the 
transition time at shift change, during a break, or whenever is best for them. 
Keeping current on the contents of the quality station is a work assignment that 
might require 5 minutes a day, but it generally should not be assigned a specific 
work time. For people who can carry the goals in their heads as a result of the 
 mnemonic goal statements, a 5-minute daily review of the quality station is 
sufficient to activate their thinking and enable the ongoing discussion of goal 
focused improvement with teammates and others.

The time that the team meets together at the quality station should be limited 
to about 15 minutes each week. Throughout the week, the team members will talk 
informally among themselves and think about the projects or post ideas on the 
quality station for others to consider. Many will be actively engaged in the work of 
conducting an improvement project as an assigned task for which specific time is 
provided. During the weekly meetings, team members can review progress on cur-
rent tasks, make decisions on the next tasks to begin, and do other related things. 
But the team leader should be careful that when the team is meeting, it does only 
those things that they must do together. Normally each front-line team already 
has an existing team meeting once a week, and this quality station review can 
become a part of that meeting. Some time is needed just to conduct the quality 
station activity, but that time should be small and carefully managed.

In addition to the time needed for routine maintenance of the quality station 
and to conduct team meetings, some additional time is needed periodically to 
update the progress summaries and the aggregate results of completed projects. 
Limiting formal updates of “reporting information” to a monthly frequency 
generally allows the time required for the update process to be largely invisible 
as a work element for one or more team members. Management does need to 
formally provide or schedule the time for performing this work, but if manage-
ment is careful about selecting the right person, the right frequency, and the 
right amount of detail to be displayed, that care can limit this administrative 
work to a fairly modest level.

Management Quality Stations
It is certainly appropriate for the most senior manager and certain middle 
 managers (division or department heads, for example) to maintain a personal 
quality station for the business or for the management committee that follows 
the same basic rituals as other quality stations. For example, I always personally 
maintained a quality station that showed the aggregate progress against the goals 
of the business and other measures of common interest. Moreover, as appropriate 
to my level as the leader of managers, engineers, and other professional groups, 



Quality Stations  ◾  75

the activity sections of my quality station normally showed big-event improve-
ments (such as capital projects, new information systems, or financial audits) or 
external events (such as customer, community, or owner interactions).

a final word on Quality Stations
Quality stations are certainly a visibly attractive form of engagement. Unfor-
tunately, I cannot tell you how many times I have seen people who thought 
that the quality station was all that they really needed in order to practice 
autonomous improvement. These folks visited my operations and hurried 
home to immediately build their own quality stations. Let me say quite clearly: 
THAT NEVER WORKS!!!

The physical quality station is the visible form of a much more complex 
process to create and practice a culture of rapid improvement. The quality 
 station is important, but no more or less important than any other attribute 
of the culture.

Summary of Chapter 4
Autonomous improvement must be very carefully managed in order 
to ensure both adequate progress as well as safety.
Basic rituals and universal rules of practice enable management to 
authorize autonomous activity with assurance that the outcomes 
will meet expectations.
A quality station contains the following four basic rituals:

 1. Team tactical goals and their derivation from business strate-
gic goals.

 2. A clear description of work now in progress.
 3. Team projects achieved to date and the results of those projects.
 4. An interactive portion to communicate proposed actions for 

the future.
There are formal rules of practice, both universal and local, at quality 
stations to bring certainty and predictability to the actions of the 
team. Some generally adopted are

 1. Specify when engineering or management review and approval 
is needed before a project can proceed.

 2. Specify minimum criteria for a project proposal to be promoted 
from proposed to active.
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 3. Specify rules for managing team decisions, including selecting 
projects and budgeting activities.

 4. Include any other rules that your team needs locally.
Quality stations provide a framework to support otherwise difficult 
communications internal to the team, between management and 
the team, and between the team and its coworkers and peers.
The task of creating and maintaining a quality station is new work, 
and management must assume the responsibility of providing people 
with the additional time needed.
Team meetings organized around the quality station are also new 
work, and management must organize and budget for that work.
Once the basic rituals of a quality station are satisfied, the appearance 
of each quality station should be at the discretion of the team. This 
is a good opportunity to show the personality of the team.
Management at all levels should create and maintain their own quality 
stations to make their objectives and results visibly apparent. This is 
also where the aggregate results of many teams and organizational 
units are reported.
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In Section I, you learned to create the first elements of your new culture: 
everyone shares the values, beliefs, and rituals of the business. Section I also 
opened the discussion of culturally appropriate leadership for small teams acting 
at the front line by describing the practice of leading a quality station.

Building on this base, the next step toward achieving rapid improvement is 
to provide the framework for people to engage with you to use their knowledge 
of goals and tactics to take autonomous action. In addition to quality station 
practices, you need team leaders to do other things that are required for 
small-team improvement to succeed. These are routine tasks that team leaders 
must perform in support of the team, so that their teams can successfully con-
duct the details of the business. This is special work that team leaders must 
do as representatives of management, not as members of the team. In the two 
chapters of Section II, I describe the work of engaging people to join with you 
to improve your business.

Objective Elements of Engagement
Chapter 5 describes five objective criteria that team leaders must provide before 
people can engage as full contributors to the success of your enterprise. These 
objective elements of engagement are

 1. Tactical goals for the team to achieve.
 2. Resources that the team can use at its own discretion.
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 3. Time that can be scheduled or spent to advance the improvements.
 4. New skills appropriate to improvement assessment, planning, and execution.
 5. A framework within which people can practice improvement.

Providing these elements of engagement is something that team leaders must do 
before people have the capability to engage and take autonomous action in support 
of the strategic goals of the business.

Subjective Elements That disrupt Engagement
Sometimes a team may objectively have all that it needs in order to begin autono-
mous improvement, but improvement still does not happen. Normally, in those 
situations, some other thing is disrupting the ability of the team to coalesce or 
function. In those situations, the team leader must recognize that a subjective 
problem exists and must then identify and correct the problem, often with assis-
tance or participation from other members of management or a subject matter 
expert who can help with human issues.

The subjective elements that disrupt teams are usually social or emotional. 
Often the problem is in one of two common areas:

 1. One or more team members may disrupt the work of other team members. 
That behavior can occur on purpose when the disruptive team member 
behaves offensively toward the rest of the team or behaves inappropriately 
in some other way. Or the behavior can be inadvertent, such as when the 
disruptive team member is simply behaving in a way that the rest of the 
team does not understand. Both behaviors have the same result. When a 
team member behaves in a way that the team finds offensive, disruptive, or 
inexplicable, the team will not come together and effective improvement 
will not begin. Team leaders, perhaps with assistance, need to create or 
restore interpersonal harmony.

 2. The other common area for a subjective disruption of team activity is that 
one or more team members do not trust management. After all, manage-
ment has the power to reduce the workforce or otherwise adversely impact 
employees. Many companies have an actual history of doing just that. In 
some situations, third parties, such as unions, actively foment distrust. 
If the team believes that cooperating with management to improve the 
business will result in a loss of employment, then there will be very little 
improvement until management regains the trust of the people.

Chapter 6 describes management of the subjective considerations of team-
work and trust that are necessary for small-team engagement. In addition to 
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these subjective elements that must be resolved in order for people to engage in 
the improvement process, there are other social issues that are important to the 
culture of the workplace. Those other social issues and the theory and practice of 
managing them will be discussed in Section III.
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Chapter 5

The Objective Elements 
of Engaging People

Key Idea: As you create autonomous teams to practice improvement 
throughout your organization, you need to provide those teams with the 
capabilities to succeed.

Even in a compelling culture of improvement, appropriate leadership of 
small-team action is required to ensure the precise and prompt performance that 
industry requires. The discussion of small-team leadership began in Chapter 4, 
as part of the discussion of quality stations. But there is still more to be done 
by management and team leaders if people are going to successfully operate 
your base business as they join your new culture and do things they have never 
done before.

Before teams will commence autonomous improvement, people want to be 
confident that management truly supports the effort. Creating this confidence 
among your people requires that managers genuinely engage personally in the 
new culture and do the things that managers do: that is, provide the policies, 
practices, and money that make autonomous improvement a formal part of 
the business. Informally “trying” autonomous improvement just to see if it is 
going to work may sound nice to management, but not to everyone else. This 
half-hearted approach to autonomous improvement often results in immediate 
efforts by a few enthusiastic people, but those efforts are generally short-lived 
and unhappy experiences for both the people and the company.
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Managers who want to experiment with autonomy without committing 
to it often fall back on the slogan: “It is better to seek forgiveness than to ask 
 permission.” In this arrangement, management abdicates responsibility for lead-
ing autonomous improvement but encourages people to make their own changes, 
at their own risk. If the folks who try this are successful, they are lionized by 
 management, in an attempt to convince more people to give autonomous 
improvement a try. If they are unsuccessful, of course, they are either “forgiven” 
or punished for taking inappropriate action. The management theory, appar-
ently, is that the business will begin to experience the benefits of autonomous 
improvement, and management will not have to do anything initially except 
talk about it.

Example: Exxon once had a consultant in employee engagement 
who had his personal slogan printed on the back of his business card: 
“An empowered person must come to work every day willing to be 
fired.” For me, there has never been any day during the past 40 years 
that I was willing to be fired for trying to improve a business. In fact, 
in a serious business such as chemical manufacturing, there was 
never a day when I was willing to work with anyone who had such a 
casual attitude toward employment.

The problem, of course, is that for most people, the informal practice of 
engagement that forces them to guess what to do and how to do it is a bad bet. 
Rather than participating in the new behavior of autonomous improvement and 
attempting to calibrate their actions from the apparently random behavior of 
management’s rewards and punishments, most people simply decide that it is 
better (or at least safer) not to participate. That is the best explanation for the 
amazingly low average rate of autonomous improvement in North America and 
Western Europe when compared to the rates achieved by the best companies. As 
detailed in Chapter 12, the best companies are achieving 40 or more improve-
ments per person per year, while the North American average is less than 0.014. 
There really are very few situations in life where the leaders in any competition 
are 3,000 times better than the average participant.

When management fails to provide clear direction, there are both human 
and performance problems. The human issues are straightforward: when people 
are offered a chance to cause change at work but are genuinely uncertain what to 
change or how to achieve the change, then most people simply do not attempt to 
change. The performance problem with undirected autonomous improvement, 
however, is more complex: for management, world-class performance requires 
that each of the changes made by each of the many different teams must be 



The Objective Elements of Engaging People  ◾  83

strategically focused and additive to and compatible with the work of all other 
teams. When considering business performance, changes that are not additive to 
the strategic efforts of others, and changes that are contrary to the strategic direc-
tion, are either useless or bad. Unmanaged, or undirected, autonomous change 
has a huge potential to become either dissipated or counterproductive.

Further, a world-class pace of improvement requires that nearly all of the 
 people will each make many improvements. As discussed in Chapter 12, the 
expectation is that truly engaged people will make 40 or more improvements per 
person each year. Recognizing that each improvement represents a change of some 
sort, that pace of improvement means that there will be a lot of changes. If a busi-
ness is going to experience many changes without very much task-level supervision, 
then the process that produces those changes must be very carefully managed so 
that only the right changes are made in the right ways.

Initiating autonomous improvement requires both getting people to engage 
with you to produce 40 improvements per person each year and ensuring 
that those 40 improvements are the right ones, done in the right way. Both 
issues require specific management action for success. Certainly, meaningful 
engagement from the front-line people will never start until management has 
engaged first.

Key Idea: Although I spend most of this book discussing culturally 
appropriate leadership of autonomous improvement as a vehicle to cause 
more and better engagement, there is another reason for deploying careful 
leadership of the front-line teams: personal standards are different. Honest 
people who agree on the selection and nature of the improvement task 
can still disagree on whether a task was done properly and whether the 
outcome is correct. The team leader is responsible for clarifying these situ-
ations for the team by providing the business and management reference 
that ensures that the detailed actions taken to conduct and improve the 
enterprise are always appropriate.

The only effective method to engage people in the business and ensure that 
they take only proper actions and produce rapid improvement is to manage 
autonomous improvement as a formal part of operating the business. Manage-
ment must develop and use a systematic, well-known framework of rituals and 
rules of practice that enables people to know for themselves that they are doing 
the right thing in the right way and further enables management to see that the 
results are conforming to expectations.
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Key Idea: When I think about managers who hope to benefit from 
autonomous improvement without actually committing themselves to 
formalizing the process for conducting autonomous activities, I recall one 
of my favorite quotations:

“I am all for progress. It’s change that I object to.”
—Mark Twain

Creating a framework That Engages People to help
Management must establish and team leaders must lead a knowable improve-
ment process, including a framework that provides very specific formal support 
for autonomous action. The autonomous action that produces continuous rapid 
improvement is not unmanaged activity. Rather, it is management-directed and 
goal-focused activity that is not closely supervised. The framework provides the 
management direction and the goal-focused alignment.

Engaged people select projects based on both the general direction of man-
agement strategic goals and also the specific direction of management-approved 
local tactical goals for each team. Even then, the project proposals must survive 
rigorous (but unobtrusive) review as they pass through the quality station 
 rituals. Projects that are not strategic may ultimately be done, but they are not 
 authorized for autonomous action. Separate review and authorization is required 
for nonstrategic projects. The same is true of the tools for improvement. Engaged 
people use only management-approved methods and capabilities for autonomous 
implementation of projects. Additional capabilities may be used with approval 
or assistance, but they are not authorized for autonomous action.

Engaged people use the framework of engagement provided by manage-
ment along with the rituals and rules of quality station practice prescribed by 
 management to make improvements. As a result, all autonomous actions are 
visually apparent in a way that allows for thorough (but again, unobtrusive) 
managerial and technical review to ensure safety and in a way that ensures that 
each change is additive and compatible with all other changes.

There are seven elements of engagement that represent the responsibility of 
management and team leaders to provide this framework for autonomous team 
action. Each of these elements is part of the work of leading an autonomous team. 
There are five objective elements and two subjective elements. The five objective 
elements in the framework of engagement are

 1. Clear goals that people can achieve.
 2. New skills to do new things.
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 3. Time required to work on improvement.
 4. Resources required to make changes.
 5. A structured system (such as a quality station) with rituals and rules of  

practice.

Normally, if you give people the five objective elements of engagement, they 
will begin to practice autonomous improvement. When that does not happen, it is 
time for leadership to examine the two subjective elements that normally disrupt 
autonomous action:

 1. A team does not trust management and therefore refuses or fails to 
participate.

 2. One or more team members disrupt personal relations among the members 
of the team to such an extent that the team cannot function.

The rest of this chapter discusses the five objective elements in enough detail 
to enable you to practice them in your environment. The remaining two subjective 
elements of engagement are introduced in Chapter 6 and are discussed in more 
detail (along with other social issues) in Section III.

Element 1: People Need goals to achieve
The first element of the framework of engagement is providing people with clear 
goals to achieve. I have spent a lot of time already in this book on the topic of 
goals. It is important to always keep in mind that the direction you set for folks 
in the goal deployment process will ultimately determine their ability to do the 
right thing in the improvement process.

Example: I once participated in a “wisdom in the woods” leader-
ship program. Essentially the format for these is to take executives 
to a remote location where they conduct a series of exercises that 
are so different from their normal work that it becomes possible to 
experience pure leadership in an environment where no one has the 
advantage of possessing specific knowledge.

At the completion of an event where the team of which I was a 
part had faired very poorly, I learned an enduring lesson. The team 
leader for that exercise stood somewhat dejectedly, looked back at 
the field where the exercise had taken place, and said: “It is really 
hard to be a leader if you don’t know what to do.”
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That lesson is not just true for leaders. It is hard to do anything well if you 
have no idea what to do. It is not possible to overemphasize the importance of 
delivering to your people clear goals that they can achieve within their own capa-
bilities. Fortunately, I believe that the time spent developing and deploying goals 
will not slow either your initial improvement efforts or your long-term establish-
ment of a culture of improvement. (And the details supporting this belief—
along with specific timing and a pro forma schedule for the first two years—are 
discussed in Section V, “Getting Started.”)

One final comment on goals comes from the philosophy of Daniel Burnham, 
the Chief Architect of the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. Goals should not simply 
communicate minimum expectations. Do not hesitate to set strategic goals that 
are very aggressive—even goals that you feel may exceed your immediate busi-
ness needs or the existing capabilities of your teams. Until you experience the 
power of an engaged workforce that is producing a world-class pace of change, 
you cannot appreciate the pace at which improvement is possible. Further, you 
should always communicate goals that people recognize to be worth the effort.

Key Idea: “Make no little plans. They have no magic to stir men’s blood.”

—Daniel H. Burnham

Element 2: People Need New Skills to do New Things
The second element in the framework for engagement is providing people with 
the skills needed to assess opportunities and provide an appropriate response. 
One more reason that otherwise good leaders fall into the trap of empowering 
people to make unmanaged improvements, without direction or structure, is the 
conventional wisdom that “the people who operate a process are the people who 
know the most about it.” That philosophy seems to lead managers to believe that 
if they simply authorize the people who operate a process to practice autono-
mous improvement, then the folks who know how to operate the business will 
somehow also know how to improve it. That turns out to be a serious error: 
many people who know a lot about the operation of a machine or process do not 
have any existing ability to improve it.

Example: We once had a 75,000-shaft horsepower turbo compres-
sor that was a real showpiece. It was a critical piece of equipment to 
our process, and the chief operator who ran the compressor had been 
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with it for nearly the full 10 years since it was first installed. In every 
way, that machine exceeded our expectations in both appearance 
and performance.

As we began to deploy the lean enabling methods to make the 
process visibly apparent, we believed that the turbo compressor 
would be a well-recognized and valued pilot project to demonstrate 
the use of that tool. So we asked the operator if he would mark the 
many instruments and controls of his compressor to visibly indicate 
the normal settings and operating range. The assumption that we 
made is that this would be a trivial exercise for a person with his 
experience and detailed knowledge.

The exercise actually consumed most of his discretionary time 
for months. It turned out that, although it was true that he knew 
far more about his machine than anyone else, it was also true that 
he could not initially look at the many instruments and know 
exactly what they were telling him. Until we helped him through 
this project, he certainly knew more than anyone else about the 
operation, but he did not know enough to bring the machine under 
very precise visible control.

Use of the methods of visible process control ultimately became 
more valuable than we had imagined. It became apparent that even 
with a highly motivated, highly skilled, and experienced operator, 
the performance of the machine reached a new level only after 
we gave him the task of making the machine’s control visible. By 
 providing the new skill that enabled the operator to run his com-
pressor much more consistently, the intervals between maintenance 
downtime extended to several multiples of the manufacturer’s 
recommendation.

The most knowledgeable people may know precisely how to operate the 
equipment or process and may even know exactly what the problems are, but may 
not know how to cause improvement. New skills and tools to analyze the oppor-
tunities for improvement and the further skills of creating and implementing an 
appropriate responsive change are critical to practicing improvement. Operators 
typically do not have those extra capabilities until management delivers them.

Focused goal deployment helps to narrow the range of improvement options 
for each team and also reduces the task of providing goal-related skills. Individuals 
and teams should only be given the skills that are appropriate for the improve-
ments they will be making. And they should only be given the training in those 
new skills close to the time that the skills will be used. Early training that is 
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forgotten before it is used and training that is inappropriate to the goals of the 
team are both examples of wasted time and resources caused by management.

For example, if the team is going to improve the reliability of its equipment by 
assuming responsibility for owner-operator maintenance, then you will want to 
give the team members the new knowledge of basic maintenance as it applies to 
their machinery. In the future, they may need other skills, but for now, they need 
only routine maintenance skills. More specifically, they need only the limited 
skills required to maintain this particular equipment. And it is likely that not all 
team members will need this skill immediately.

Many teams can attain new skills by borrowing them. For example, you could 
lend a team an engineer or an electrician or a statistician rather than taking the 
time to give the team its own skills in technically complex areas. This is especially 
appropriate if there is an immediate improvement opportunity that would be 
delayed by training, or if the need for a particular skill is likely to be a one-time 
event for this team.

The key issue is that management previously recognized the need to give 
people the skills to operate the process, and now you need to give them the fur-
ther skill to improve it. It is of real importance in this effort to benefit from the 
focus provided by the goals translation. Each team has a few specific tactical 
goals. Focus the training on the precise skills needed by each individual or team 
to achieve their own goals.

I have previously discussed the problem of confusing the tool or method 
with the goal. Mass generic training is a very common indicator that this may be 
occurring. If you ever believe that you have identified a single course of training 
that everyone needs, then you have probably come to believe that deploying that 
particular skill has reached the same level of importance as if it were, itself, a 
goal. At that point, you should carefully reconsider before you require everyone 
to attend training.

Most businesses today are quite good at training. The two principle issues 
with giving people the skill that they need to make improvement are

To recognize that people need specific training to practice improvement.
To recognize that they need only the training that is specific to their task.

When people lack necessary skills, they cannot take advantage of improvement 
opportunities. When management consumes the time that people have to practice 
improvement with inappropriate training, then the improvement opportunity is 
lost before it happens.

�

�
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Root Cause Analysis
Before I continue with the discussion of the need for skill to assess a problem, this 
subsection takes a look at the tool of root cause analysis. Many tools for causal 
analysis (such as statistical methods or reliability engineering) are complex and 
not immediately available to your improvement teams. A less complex way of 
understanding the source of a problem that your teams can use promptly is 
 simply to ask a series of questions beginning with “Why?”

In this process, the team begins with the problem that needs to be resolved 
and they ask, “Why did this occur?” The answer to that question leads them to 
the proximate cause. That is, the answer to the first question “Why?” is the event 
or condition that directly created the situation that they are assessing.

Then the team asks, “Why did that proximate cause occur?” That inquiry 
leads them to whatever event or condition directly resulted in the proximate 
cause. Continuing in this method along the chain of cause and effect, the team 
ultimately discovers the initiating event, or the condition that set everything else 
in motion. This initiating event or condition is called the root cause.

In some situations, the analysis needed to discover the correct answer to the 
question “Why?” requires some serious analytical capability, but in many cases 
the only skill needed is the operating team’s knowledge of the equipment and 
process, along with the discipline to continuously seek the next level of under-
standing. Think of this as peeling an onion: removing each layer brings you 
closer to the core of the problem. Here are the general rules for this simple, but 
effective process:

Follow the chain of cause and effect by repeatedly asking “Why?” until 
you find the root cause.
You have found the root cause when you can take “root action” to perma-
nently correct the original problem that launched the assessment.
“Root action” has the following characteristics:

Root action can often be taken within the normal capabilities and 
resources of the team that owns the problem.
The team that experiences the problem probably owns both the 
problem and the solution.
Root action does not add new expense, capital equipment, or 
 routine work.
Root action to solve this problem does not create new problems in 
other areas.

Normally, if a team concludes that it cannot take root action to solve its 
problem, it is because the team members took a wrong turn as they followed 
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the chain of cause and effect. Almost always, that wrong turn is the same one. 
The most common difficulty that teams have in practicing root cause analysis 
is that they decide that another team owns the problem and has responsibility 
for the solution. Typically this result occurs because the team asked “Why?” in 
the wrong way.

Example: In Baytown, Texas, we had a team that operated an 
extruder with a small helical feeder for delivering a powdered addi-
tive into the extruder barrel. The feeder jammed when there were 
lumps in the additive. When the team asked “Why are there lumps 
in the additive?,” they concluded that the problem was caused by 
failure of the warehouse to rotate stock. The additive, they believed, 
became lumpy as it aged. Having identified the warehouse as the 
cause of their problem, they proposed that the warehouse add a new 
task of tracking additive batches and rotating the stock to create a 
strict first-in, first-out delivery system.

During a management review of that proposal, that did not 
appear to be root action. The solution did not belong to the team 
that owned the problem, and the solution required new work. Two 
expectations of root action were violated in that proposal. So we 
asked the team to try again. This time, instead of looking externally 
and asking, “Why are there lumps in the additive?,” they looked 
at themselves and asked, “Why does our feeder jam when there 
are lumps in the additive?” With that version of the question, they 
promptly discovered a few modest changes that they could make 
to the feeder which resolved the problem with all the attributes of 
root action.

Simple causal analysis can be quickly deployed to most teams with very little 
training, usually training only the team leaders will suffice. I will refer to root 
causes and root action again in other examples.

Element 3: People Need Time to 
work on Improvement
When we ask the people who operate the business to begin making improve-
ments, we have added a new task to their day. Like all other tasks, the new 
task of improvement requires time. It is the responsibility of management to 
provide time for improvement. Management exclusively controls time at work. 
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If managers do not definitively provide time for the task of improvement, then 
people will know that you are not serious about making improvement a formal 
part of the work.

Except in the event of people who perform their work by attending a paced 
line, providing time to work on improvement is mostly a matter of management 
intent. The learning curve is real, and as people gain experience at their work, 
they naturally get better. In the process of getting better at their work, people cre-
ate for themselves some discretionary time that can be used for improvement—if 
management does not take that time away by adding work or reducing staff.

Although it may not be apparent when you begin, most people (including 
those who work on a paced line) already have created the increased efficiency 
that will make time available for improvement. They have not let you know 
that they have become more efficient, because the normal management response 
to that news is to take their time away. Your folks do not want to give up the 
time they have created without receiving something in return. Fortunately for 
management, most people understand that they are going to be at work all day 
anyway. If they know that you are not going to make them work harder at 
their current task, and if they also know that you are not going to reduce the 
workforce, then most people can believe that receiving a new and interesting 
activity such as autonomous improvement is a satisfactory exchange.

If you are in this situation, the way that management “gives people time” is 
to schedule the time. For example, schedule a team meeting at the quality station 
for 15 minutes each Wednesday morning. After that quality station meeting 
(as described in Chapter 4), the more specific work of implementing the improve-
ment projects becomes part of the routinely scheduled work of the individual 
team members, in the same way that they receive their other work assignments.

If your people attend a paced line, then you have a different situation, and 
more management effort is required to provide people with the time for improve-
ment. The people on a paced line have become more efficient at their work just as 
other employees have. The problem that people on a paced line have is that the 
result of this efficiency gain is not available to be scheduled in one large incre-
ment because it exists in many small increments, each of which is contained 
within the tact interval (the time that each person “touches” the product as it 
passes the individual workstations) of the paced line.

Often (and if there is not an unfriendly relationship between management 
and the people working on a paced line or the union that represents those 
people), it is possible to negotiate a small increment of pace increase to accom-
modate the time needed for the team meeting. A 15-minute meeting in a 40-hour 
week requires a pace increase of about 0.5%. If you carefully ask for and receive 
nothing more than the additional speed needed for the team meeting, people 
will generally recognize that this is not a hidden attempt to get more output or 
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harder effort. Following the team meeting, the individual work to progress the 
team initiatives will occur in the way that you normally release individuals from 
the line for other things, such as training or vacation.

Example: While on the topic of vacations, even briefly, let me 
mention one other practice that I really value. Because manage-
ment knows how to cover for vacations and people know how to be 
absent from their work for vacations, we created the concept of a 
“vacation team.”

Vacation team members come together and work on a significant 
project all day, every day, for a period of up to two weeks. At the end 
of that time, it is expected that the project will either be completely 
planned and organized or perhaps even completely implemented. 
Through this sort of intensive effort, we have achieved major initia-
tives such as consolidating five laboratories in three different organi-
zations into a single central function.

This is the sort of initiative that normally would have taken 
the same people months to accomplish on a part-time basis while 
they were carrying on their normal work. By undertaking a con-
centrated “vacation team” style of effort, the project was completed 
very quickly and no unusual accommodation was required for the 
team members.

In some cases, there simply is no time currently available, and management 
must add extra hours to the work group in order to “prime the pump” and 
initiate the improvement process. Sometimes it may be required to stop the 
paced line for a specified period without accommodating that stoppage with an 
increased pace. As a general rule, I dislike adding people or stopping the line just 
to practice improvement, but I understand that sometimes it happens. I truly 
believe that in a properly conducted improvement effort, there ought not be any 
time when the situation gets worse rather than better, even temporarily. This 
need to provide time for improvement is perhaps the exception that proves the 
rule. Without time, people cannot make improvement. Providing time, however 
you need to do it, is the responsibility of management.

Just be very careful. Provide extra time in very limited quantities and for 
a limited period specified in advance. You should always be certain that there 
is no expectation or practice that will permanently increase your costs. In the 
event that you need to prime the pump, then the first thing the team needs to 
do is find some way to make future time for improvement available within the 
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normal capabilities of the team, or find some other prompt improvement that 
will provide the cash to fund the extra time.

As a suggestion, here are some places that I like to look for improvements 
that will promptly provide time or money to fund the improvement process:

In capital intensive manufacturing, I often find that a reliability effort 
to resolve a chronic problem with critical equipment throws off a good 
amount of time and money.
In other heavy manufacturing, it is often possible to improve the 
 flexibility of a core machine in a way that will provide time for other 
improvement efforts.
In light manufacturing, value stream mapping will normally lead to an 
appropriate change in work flow or practices that will provide the team 
with some time for other improvements.
In offices or laboratories, I like to refer to Thomas Edison’s description of 
invention as 10% inspiration and 90% perspiration. Even in research and 
other activities that do not appear to be closely related to manufacturing, 
there is a lot of activity that looks just like work. Identify that work and 
apply normal work improvement tools to it.

Chapter 14 includes a simple overview of several new tools that are appropriate 
to improvements of the type described here. If quality is not free, it ought to 
be at least self-financing. However you chose to provide the time, and however 
you chose to recapture the investment of the time that you provide, it is clear 
that management must formally organize the effort. Without assistance from 
management, people have no good way to make time for improvement within 
the workday.

Element 4: People Need access to resources
Time is one specific item of the corporate resources that are required for improve-
ment, but there is also a more general issue. If physical change is required for 
improvement, and it often is, then all the resources that cause change are also 
required for improvement. In general, access to resources might mean that you 
lend the team an engineer, some craft expertise, or a statistician. Often, however, 
access to resources requires money.

I like to give each team a small budget of their own. I have used the word 
“small” to describe these budgets intentionally. Like time, operating teams 
already have operating budgets, and I prefer to see teams make improvements 
within their normal capabilities. But a little extra money to get the improvement 
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process started gives the improvement effort, and management’s commitment, 
extra credibility and makes the early projects easier to initiate. Often the prac-
tice of requiring teams to make improvements within their own capability or 
within the added capability of a small incremental budget has its own benefit.

Example: At one plant in the United Kingdom, we had purchased 
a pneumatic machine that made large boxes, about 125 cm on a 
side, for packing synthetic rubber. Unfortunately, the box-making 
machine regularly jammed. The team did a simple root cause analysis 
(as described earlier in this chapter) and determined that the cause 
of the jam was that some of the pneumatic valves would not activate 
when factory air pressure at the input to the machine dropped below 
80 psi. The team’s recommended solution was to communicate to the 
central mechanical group that factory air should never again drop 
below 80 psi.

This was a very large plant, so stabilizing factory air pressures 
near the top of the existing range would have been an enormous 
expense. Therefore we did not do that.

The team’s second proposal was to buy an air compressor just to 
supply their machine. The capital project proposal also requested a 
spare compressor, spare parts for both compressors, and an operat-
ing budget to provide someone to be assigned full time to operate 
the new air system. Again, the message sent back to the team was 
that we wanted a root action solution that they could achieve with 
their normal capabilities and resources.

Ultimately the team did further root cause analysis along a dif-
ferent causal path. Instead of asking the external question, “Why 
does the air pressure drop below 80 psi?,” the team asked the 
internal question, “Why does the machine jam when the air pressure 
drops below 80 psi?” At that point, they learned that the reason the 
valves did not actuate below 80 psi input to the machine was that 
the machine was inefficiently plumbed. When the input pressure 
to the machine was below 80 psi, some of the internal valves were 
 experiencing air pressures below 60 psi, and at that level, they would 
not actuate.

The team finally proposed replumbing the few inefficient parts of 
the machine, which was a task that maintenance was able to imple-
ment for just a little money. The result was a solution that added no 
new equipment and no new costs or problems, and which the team 
achieved within its normal resources.
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Providing Funds
At the beginning of a new initiative, it is common for management to provide 
some specific new funds as an improvement budget for the teams. This makes 
it clear to team members that they have a financial capability they did not have 
previously. Give the teams a small budget to seed the improvement process, with 
the clear expectation that you want the money back within six months. After the 
first six months, recover your initial investment, allow the teams to keep some of 
the savings beyond the initial investment that they have created in order to fund 
the next round of improvement, and capture any further additional savings as an 
improvement to the business. This self-funding requirement (“pay-as-you-go”) is 
a real expectation. Autonomous teams truly ought to be able to take some initial 
actions that will fully return their investment within six months. Make sure that 
you expect that, and try to get that result as often as possible.

One relatively painless way to provide the funds that will start this process is 
to defer a capital project and divert the expense money from that project to share 
among the teams. When I have provided teams with seed money in this way, 
we have always demonstrated that we got an excellent return on investment. 
In a 1991 study of more than 100 autonomous teams from several different 
 businesses and in several different places throughout the world, we documented 
a return of more than 5.4 to 1 during the first year. For each dollar that we gave 
the autonomous teams, we received back $5.40 of first-year savings.

Although this was a large and diversified study, even at the time that we 
made the study, we did not suggest that the result was either common or sustain-
able. It did, however, clearly indicate that early financial support for initiating 
autonomous improvement is justified. After you make that initial investment, 
you should measure the actual results achieved as we did and be sure that you 
are satisfied with the performance.

If we provided money in the first year by deferring a capital project, we would 
undertake our capital project in the second year. By the end of the first year, the 
teams had returned the seed money, so it could be used as originally intended 
for the deferred project. During the second year, the teams were spending some 
of the money they had saved in the seed year, and we were implementing the 
capital project. Within the span of two years, we had both a functional autono-
mous improvement effort as well as the deferred capital project.

Small-Event Improvements
If you carefully read the two examples of root action in this chapter, you will see 
that the original solutions proposed by both teams looked a lot like the sort of 
thing that managers and engineers often do:
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The extruder team proposed that someone receive the new work assign-
ment to ensure that the problem would not occur again. That is a classic 
management response.
The box team proposed a capital investment to solve their problem. That is 
a classic engineering response.

In the early days of autonomous action, people will tend toward one of two 
paths. First, they might assume that small-event improvement means that they are 
to work on only small, or even trivial, problems. Alternatively, they might want 
to work on significant problems in the way that they have observed managers 
and engineers working on problems. Neither is correct.

We want the improvement teams at the front line to take significant action. 
Trivial improvement is not worth the effort that establishing an autonomous 
environment requires. But we want the teams to take significant action in a way that 
reflects their intimate relationship with the equipment and process—for example:

The extruder team ultimately installed a sieve-like device that broke up 
the lumps.
The box team replaced about 10 meters of small-diameter tubing with pip-
ing that had a relatively large diameter.

Both of those actions are the sort of elegant solution that engineers often aspire to, 
but rarely achieve, because they do not have a sufficiently close relationship with the 
problem or do not have adequate time to achieve an elegant solution on relatively 
small problems. The teams that operated the extruder and the box machine each 
had several people who literally spent weeks looking at the equipment and thinking 
about the problem (as they operated the machine in normal production and as they 
made other, simpler improvements) before they came to their ultimate solutions.

With the proper framework for improvement, we can truly experience the 
effect that the people closest to the problem become the people who can best fix 
it. You should expect elegant solutions to meaningful problems and improve-
ment opportunities, and you should manage in a way that achieves that result. 
The constant “awareness” of operating performance and improvement oppor-
tunities that people demonstrate when they create elegant solutions is one key 
indicator that the autonomous teams are maturing in a way that will enable 
them to contribute to routine operations.

Element 5: People Need a Structure for action
People receive great benefit from working within a well-defined structure when 
they are starting something new, such as autonomous improvement. The quality 
stations and the rituals and rules of practice that you develop for the use of qual-
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ity stations are both important. The use of quality stations was well described 
in Chapter 4; the important issue in this chapter is that your teams need the 
structure of quality stations as much as management does.

There will likely be some backlash about the effort required to construct and 
maintain the quality station. This effort is the team’s version of the investment 
that management makes to create, translate, and sustain the strategic goals. 
It looks like extra work, but it is really the foundation for realizing enhanced 
performance in all the routine work that follows. The strategic goals organize the 
work objectives, and the rituals of quality stations organize the work itself.

Example: I once worked with a maintenance technician who is a 
huge man and one of those people who never quite got over having 
been a Marine. Everything that he did and said had a strong “macho” 
component. One day he came up, put his arm around my shoulders, 
and said: “I used to hate my quality station, but now if you told me 
I couldn’t have it anymore, I’d have to beat you to death.”

It was a strange conversation, but in his own way, he was telling 
me just what I wanted to hear. The quality station was now his, not 
mine, and he had recognized for himself the value that it brought 
to his work.

Summary of Chapter 5
If people are going to become engaged to do things that they have 
not done before, then they need to be confident that management is 
engaged as well.
Management cannot abdicate responsibility for autonomous improve-
ment—it is not closely supervised, but it must be well managed.
Unmanaged or undirected change has a huge potential to become 
dissipated or counterproductive.
There are five objective elements required in order for people to 
become engaged in improvement. Each is required for improvement 
to begin, but each is a great investment:

 1. Clear goals that people can achieve.
 2. New skills needed to do new things.
 3. Time to work on improvement.
 4. Resources to make changes.
 5. A structured system and rituals of practice for autonomous action.
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Root cause analysis can be a straightforward and powerful tool for 
small teams to use as they begin the improvement process.
“Vacation teams” can enable fast and focused improvement efforts 
without requiring special accommodation for team members dedi-
cated to the efforts.
Other places to seek initial improvements to prime the improvement 
pump are

Capital intensive manufacturing: try to find a reliability 
improvement for a critical process or unit.
Other heavy manufacturing: look for an opportunity to 
apply single minutes exchange of dies (SMED) technology 
in a core operation.
Light manufacturing: use value stream mapping to find the 
initial opportunity of greatest potential.
Offices and laboratories: apply work improvement methods 
to the part of the task that “looks like work.”

Make certain that small-event improvement teams do not practice 
trivial improvements or attempt to practice significant improvements 
in the way that managers and engineers practice improvement. That 
is, small teams should practice significant improvement in the way 
that is appropriate to small teams.
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Chapter 6

The Subjective 
Elements That disrupt 
Engagement of People

Key Idea: When a team apparently has everything that it needs in order 
to commence or continue autonomous improvement but it does not do 
so, then you are likely faced with a personal issue rather than an objective 
issue. Most of these personal issues are unique to the environment of an 
autonomous culture and do not exist at all in the traditional supervision 
model of management. Recognition and resolution of these issues almost 
always requires management intervention to help the team leader and 
 frequently requires the assistance of a skilled professional.

When most people and teams are given the framework of quality stations and 
the capabilities provided by the objective elements of engagement described in 
Chapter 5, they actually engage in the improvement process. They tentatively, 
but promptly, begin to pursue their tactical team and individual goals with the 
time, skills, resources, and structure that you have provided.

But sometimes, that engagement does not happen. Everything objectively 
seems to be in place, but the team simply does not cause any improvement. In 
those cases, the team leaders need help. Once the objective elements of engage-
ment are in place, you are clearly at a point where, if the team leader could have 
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initiated autonomous improvement without assistance, that engagement would 
already have happened.

what if Improvement does Not happen?
Lack of progress at the quality station is the best indicator that a team is not 
functional. It is fine to have discussions with the team and the team leaders 
about the reasons for delay in initiating improvement. Perhaps there is a good 
reason in the form of another business need with a higher priority. However, if 
there is not a genuine good reason for delay, in a culture of rapid improvement 
each team needs to promptly commence autonomous improvement and make 
progress. If it appears to be acceptable to management for a team to opt out of 
this challenging new task, then some teams will surely do that. At the least, 
some teams will want to follow well behind the leaders. Therefore, if any team 
does not promptly make progress on its own, then management must intervene 
and help it get started.

Every time a manager goes to the field—and at the beginning, you should 
plan plenty of these visits—you should have a talk with people at their quality 
station. You should review with them the four basic rituals of quality station 
practice (which were discussed in detail in Chapter 4). Have them tell you

 1. What their specific tactical goals are.
 2. What actions they have completed and the resultant benefit to the business.
 3. What is in progress now.
 4. What ideas they are developing for the future.

It will quickly be apparent if a team is having problems with advancing each of 
those elements.

The first attempt by management to provide the team with help will be to 
review in detail the objective elements of engagement (recall that there are five 
objective elements of engagement; these were discussed in detail in Chapter 5). 
If the team lacks any objective element, then management should work with the 
team leader to fix that shortcoming before taking any other action. This may 
also be a good time to take a serious look at the team leader. If a team has gone 
through the same process as the other teams and the team leader has still not 
produced the objective elements needed for a team to commence improvement, 
that is often because the team leader is either weak or is intentionally obstructing 
autonomous action.

You may find that the team leader lacks appropriate skills for this new task 
of leading improvement through an engaged workforce. Or you may find a 
problem in middle management that is reflected in a team leader who is not able 
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to accommodate a lack of support from his or her boss. Intentional interference 
with autonomous improvement by supervisors and middle managers is more 
common than you might expect. Often that becomes visible for the first time 
when assessing nonperforming teams.

The Subjective Elements That disrupt Engagement
If you find that the objective elements of engagement are all in place, middle 
managers and team leaders are competent and on board, and the team is still 
not producing improved performance, then there is likely a subjective or personal 
problem with the team.

Key Idea: As with all subjective problems, this discussion will not be as 
precisely structured as others are in this book. The best I can do for you 
is to suggest what you are looking for and where you might look. Your 
problems are likely to be of the same nature as the problems and examples 
described here, but the exact description of the subjective problem that is 
preventing one of your teams from succeeding will depend a lot on local 
factors that are unique to your people and business.

By far, the two most common subjective problems with building an engaged 
workforce are

 1. A lack of trust in management.
 2. Team members who are disruptive, including the possibility that the team 

leader may be disruptive.

These two causes are about equally balanced when considering many organiza-
tions, but within a single organization, usually one of these two is the predomi-
nant cause. The rest of this chapter discusses each in more detail.

Element 1: Some Teams Do Not Trust Management

By a very wide margin, the principle reason that people do not trust manage-
ment is that management has the power to take away their employment or to 
otherwise adversely impact the terms and benefits of their employment. This 
lack of trust, or fear of management, may exist in any situation, but it is espe-
cially powerful if current or former management has a history of improving the 
business by taking things away from the employees.
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A lot of industrial improvement takes the form of greater effectiveness or 
increased efficiency in operations. Without clear evidence of growing sales 
 volume to absorb the improved efficiency, most people in manufacturing think 
that they know what efficiency improvement means to them. When people are 
afraid that the result of improvement will be that they (or their friends, relatives, 
or neighbors) will lose their employment, then there will be very little improve-
ment. Before teams that fear management will make much progress, manage-
ment needs to convince people that the improvement will not be bad for them.

Be careful at this point. Weak managers often fall back on the “burning 
platform” theory and attempt to convince people that the situation is dire and 
that improvement—regardless of the personal consequences for some people—is 
necessary to save the employment of others. If that is absolutely true, then go 
ahead and make your case to the people. However, if it is not true, or you do not 
have the facts to make the case in a credible manner, then you are well advised 
not to try that approach. Too many people have seen too many weak managers 
who have attempted to inspire action through fear. All you will get for your 
efforts is a loss of respect and credibility. The simple and positive approach is 
to convince people to help you because it will be good for them because their 
futures will be linked to a more successful, more competitive company. At the 
very least, you should be able to convince people that helping you will not be 
harmful to them.

Recognizing that the greatest source of fear is loss of employment or benefits, 
this is another place where the strategic goals of the business and the translation 
of goals into tactics for the small teams can help with communication. It is very 
rare if a business that intends to prosper has a single overarching goal of reducing 
the workforce. It is even rarer if the translation of tactical goals into actions at 
the team level focuses on reductions in workforce. When people raise the issue 
of loss of employment, either directly or indirectly, talk with them about the 
specific actions that they intend to take. It is likely that few, if any, of the actions 
planned by teams are actions that will lead directly to a reduced workforce.

The same is true of people who fear “cost reductions” that might impact them 
personally. (Fear or lack of trust in management is almost always personal.) Most 
industrial leaders understand that it is not possible to save your way to success. 
Even in businesses with cost problems, long-term or strategic success always 
requires something more than reducing costs. The only path to sustained success 
is to operate the business and to do that well. There are almost always goals other 
than reducing costs that need to be realized for successful long-term operation. 
And there are almost always other ways to improve costs beyond reducing staff 
or reducing people’s compensation or benefits. Those other goals and the other 
ways to achieve them have already been identified as your organization estab-
lished the goals for the business and the teams.
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Focus your discussions with teams on the several elements of the team’s own 
tactical goals. The team may have a goal of improving efficiency or effectiveness, 
but it will certainly also have other goals. Those other goals may relate to char-
acteristics such as capacity, product variety or quality, maintenance, logistics, 
or overhead. Or they could address scrap, material consumed in production, or 
capital efficiency, including inventory and equipment investments. Unless the 
only immediate need of your business is improved productivity, there is nothing 
at all inappropriate about allowing a team that fears layoffs or reductions in 
 benefits to commence autonomous improvement by initially pursuing another 
of your (and their) strategic goals. There is also nothing wrong with offering 
people a specific comment or two on the issue of employment as it relates to 
improved business success.

Example: In a business where I was confident that we could grow 
sales and where we also had a significant flywheel of work contracted 
to people who were not employees, I actually committed at the 
beginning of the conversion to a culture of autonomous improve-
ment that no current employee would lose his or her employment 
as a result of the improvements. As people experienced that the 
commitment I had made was true, improving the business for the 
future of everyone became a real bond between management and 
the improvement teams.

One thing to consider as you practice autonomous improvement 
is that people (unique among all the assets of the business) have the 
ability to create continuing new sources of progress. This makes 
investing in your people uniquely valuable in the effort to make your 
business more successful. Every other form of investment provides 
a fixed benefit or a one-time change; in contrast, investing in your 
people (when they are acting as autonomous improvement teams) 
provides a continuing stream of new benefits.

It is indeed practical in many situations to make such a commitment. Most 
mature businesses have quite a few people who retire, die, quit, take a leave of 
absence, or leave the business for other reasons. As a result, even a well-run 
 business with excellent employee relations might easily have a natural annual 
attrition rate of 8% or more. (This implies that the average of all employees stays 
with you more than 12 years. Even if you look around and see mostly people 
who have long tenure, there are always a lot of people you may not notice who 
stay only a very short time, and that effect greatly reduces the average.) Most 
 businesses also have some overtime work that can be improved. In U.S. industry, 
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this overtime is often 8% or more of the total work hours. In the United 
Kingdom, France, and other countries with labor laws or labor agreements that 
restrict overtime, there is normally a nearly equivalent amount of work per-
formed that is rewarded by compensatory time off or other arrangements as 
opposed to overtime pay.

By reducing overtime, reducing the pace of backfilling normal attrition, and 
with modest organic volume growth, it is often possible to create and sustain 
productivity improvement at 10% or more each year, as well as double-digit 
product unit labor cost reductions, without a loss of employment for any of your 
current employees. Make sure that your people understand that the business has 
that potential, and make sure they understand that you have a personal goal to 
achieve that outcome. Even more important, make sure that you sincerely work 
hard and visibly to achieve that outcome.

As you discuss employment, never make promises that you cannot keep. There 
could be a general recession, or you could lose an important customer. Or an 
individual could need to be terminated for bad behavior. When I committed 
that no current employee would lose his or her employment as a result of the 
improvements, I specifically reviewed these other situations that might result in a 
loss of employment. Allowing in your communications for those situations that 
are obviously out of your control will be well accepted because it will be apparent 
that you have thought about the future before you made your commitment and 
are therefore more likely to keep it.

Example: More than once, I have used my own employees at their 
own normal rate of pay to do work far different than normal in order 
to keep them employed. For example, I have temporarily had factory 
technicians cutting the grass around the plant. They cost me much 
more than the contract lawn service that we previously used. But at 
the end of the day, it was a highly visible (and thankfully temporary) 
demonstration that management would lead improvement to the 
 business without hurting the people who provided the improvement.

I know of at least one business that has purchased the assets, but not the 
employees, of another business solely to ensure that there was sufficient work for 
its own people. Other businesses use contractors or part-time workers to manage 
variations in labor demand, so that regular employees can see the safety net of 
contractors between them and a layoff. Whatever you decide to do, it is certain 
that you will initially find some teams that will not make improvements because 
they do not trust what you might do with the result.



The Subjective Elements That Disrupt Engagement of People  ◾  105

Recognizing that this lack of trust and lack of progress will certainly happen, 
you will have to be prepared for it. Three things are clear:

 1. Because you know this situation is certainly coming, be prepared to address 
the concern without delay and without the initial misstep that is likely if 
you attempt to “ad lib” when the time for this conversation arrives.

 2. If a team does not trust management, this is a problem that a team leader 
cannot possibly fix alone. Management—and possibly very senior manage-
ment—needs to intervene and help get the team back on track.

 3. This is a sustaining activity that needs to start promptly. If you plan to 
achieve a lot of productivity improvement, then you need to begin immedi-
ately managing your business in a way that is consistent with experiencing 
that improvement. Do not allow yourself to be surprised when your own 
plans come to fruition.

Fortunately this lack of trust is likely only at or near the beginning of the 
effort. Unless an external event, such as the loss of a customer, occurs that 
mandates a reduction in force, you will continuously build credibility as you 
demonstrate in practice that joining you to improve the business is safe for 
your people. Once you have established credibility for working to protect your 
 people, even a mandatory reduction in force due to an external event such as the 
loss of a customer will not cause a loss of credibility for management if people 
believe that further improvement might prevent that from occurring again.

Element 2: Some Teams Have Disruptive Members

There is an almost unlimited number of ways in which an individual can disrupt 
the activities of a team:

An individual can dominate discussions or refuse to compromise on 
 honest disagreements.
An individual can initiate bad faith disagreements.
An individual can violate the norms of the group by talking too much or 
too little, treating the meetings as a coffee break, or simply not doing an 
appropriate share of the discretionary work.

The disruption can be intentional or unintentional; the following subsections 
describe the differences and how to handle each type. However it happens to 
occur, the problems caused by a disruptive team member may stop the team 
from coalescing and becoming productive. And disruptive personal behavior 
of one or more team members will sooner or later cause an initially productive 

�
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team to become unproductive. Management needs to be alert to the possibility 
that this situation can arise at any time, not only at the beginning of the effort.

Intentionally Disruptive Team Members

Intentionally disruptive team members are often the easiest (or at least the most 
straightforward) to manage. Participation in the improvement activities is now a 
regular part of the job assignment. Refusal to participate, or intentionally disrupt-
ing the activities of the team, enables management to sit down with the disruptive 
individual for a standard chat about bad personal behavior. That conversation 
can, if necessary, lead to formal discipline and even discharge. Most intentionally 
disruptive people who want to keep their job soon straighten up when confronted 
by a deadly serious manager who will not tolerate the problem.

In fact, intentionally disruptive team members are often just testing the 
resolve of management, and they typically turn around quite quickly when con-
fronted. However, there are three common exceptions to this expectation of a 
quick response to counseling:

 1. Union members who are getting external support for their disruptive 
practices.

 2. Team leaders (or other middle managers) who see autonomous action as 
destroying the leadership position that they have worked to attain.

 3. Individuals who thrive on controversy or countercultural behavior.

Direct Relationships with Management

Both disruptive union members and disruptive team leaders are manifestations 
of the same core issue. Autonomous improvement implies a strong and direct 
relationship of trust between the company management and the people at the 
front line. As discussed previously, senior management should never bypass 
middle management in any form of communication or action, but there is 
always good value in having senior managers included in a direct relationship of 
trust. There is no objective reason for either unions or team leaders to fear this 
new relationship, but it may require a lot of conversation to get everyone to share 
that understanding. Supervisors in an autonomous improvement environment 
actually have a much more rewarding job. Rather than merely monitoring work 
for compliance to a standard, they can lead and facilitate change.

Have that conversation with any team leader or middle manager who is 
being disruptive or even unsupportive. Disruption by team leaders and middle 
managers during the early days of autonomous activity is quite common, and 
you should not overreact when you find that it exists. That being said, disruption 
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by members of management that is not resolved promptly cannot be tolerated. 
After a reasonable amount of time and conversation, supervisors or middle 
managers who are disruptive or unsupportive must stop being leaders. At some 
point, you may need to tell them that they cannot be leaders if they continue the 
bad behavior. And if necessary, you will need to make that change happen.

Unions also have very little to fear from autonomous improvement. So 
long as people retain a natural suspicion of unchallenged power in the hands 
of management (especially some unknown future management), the union will 
surely be retained for the security it provides. In the minds of the people, the 
union may not currently be needed, but they might be needed at some later 
time. As union leaders and members reach that understanding, it is clear that 
the union’s position is secure. It is then the decision of the union’s leadership 
as to whether they become a positive force and join with you in creating a path 
to the future or act as an adversary to the business. In my experience, at the 
 beginning of this effort, there will be uncertainty within the union leadership on 
which path to choose. This dilemma within the union is another situation that 
you must anticipate in advance. Early and frequent conversations with union 
leaders are a vital element of adopting a new culture for the business. Many 
businesses have chosen to include a union leader in some of the cultural design 
activities that are described in Section III.

Example: Although most of my interactions with union leaders at 
General Motors during the 1970s were adversarial, in the 30 years 
since then I have found that union leaders are often very attuned to 
the needs of the business and quite happy to participate in making 
the future more secure for their members in many new ways, 
 including cooperation in autonomous improvement. In Baytown, 
Texas, we had four unions. The presidents of three of those unions 
were outstanding supporters, practitioners, and leaders of the 
improvement effort. The president of the fourth union chose not 
to participate personally, but also never took any action that might 
have disrupted the effort.

Intentionally Disruptive Individuals

Unfortunately there are some people who just enjoy being disruptive. In some 
cases, these people are truly antisocial and take personal pleasure in being dis-
ruptive. In most cases, though, these are the people who think of themselves as 
the “class clowns” of the workplace. They are not trying to be disruptive; they 
are only trying to amuse or entertain their coworkers. In a supervision culture, 
these folks will have a well-developed skill for pushing the boundaries of 
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acceptable behavior without getting fired. In the autonomous culture that you 
are creating, especially at the beginning, the boundaries of personal conduct 
are less certain and more fragile. When, for any reason, a disruptive individual 
refuses to “join up” in the new culture following serious counseling, manage-
ment must act. All cultures have a means of correcting or excluding disruptive 
people. In an industrial culture, management must be the means for formal 
correction or exclusion.

Fortunately, in a culture of rapid improvement, an interesting transition 
takes place in the workforce that will provide you with some help as the effort 
progresses. In a supervision culture, the only person responsible for all forms 
of team behavior is the supervisor. Coworkers take no responsibility for and 
probably even take little interest in the disruptive behavior of others unless they 
find it amusing or offensive. However, if you follow the schedule proposed in 
Section V of this book, somewhere about 18 months into the process, your 
teams will be fairly strong and getting stronger. Teams at that point can still be 
disrupted by individual behavior, but it will happen less often. Teammates will 
be a good self-correcting mechanism to informally address people who are being 
intentionally disruptive. At the very least, team leaders can anticipate a strong 
base of support. The greatest danger to teams at that time will be team members 
who are unintentionally disruptive. That problem is harder to address because it 
is frequently not clear what to do about it.

Unintentionally Disruptive Team Members

The much more difficult problem for management to resolve is the honest, 
hard-working person who is disruptive in an unintentional way. This situation 
often requires the intervention of a skilled professional (much in the way that a 
marriage counselor restores harmony in dysfunctional families). Unintentional 
disruption is a good example of another situation in which management must 
help the team leaders. Most team leaders have little natural ability to provide the 
interpersonal counseling required to bring a team together in the presence of an 
otherwise good person and valued teammate who unintentionally becomes a 
disruptive force within the team.

Very often, unintentional disruption results from personal behavior of one 
individual that may or may not be offensive but is certainly inexplicable to other 
team members. This is likely when the team is comprised of individuals who, 
among themselves, have different personal cultures.

Example: We once had an Asian woman engineer who in most ways 
was exactly what we wanted her to be. Unfortunately, as an Asian 
woman, her personal culture of communicating required her to be 
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very polite. She described this communication style as “rolling words 
seven times on the tongue” before speaking to be certain that she 
would not say anything offensive. The communication style of the 
other members of her team was fairly aggressive, with the result that, 
as a very polite person, she rarely got to talk during team meetings.

The interpersonal problem arose for the team because, as the 
engineering representative on a front-line team, she was personally 
very visible, and she was professionally very important to the success 
of the team. Her failure to participate in the team discussions caused 
her team to believe that she was not interested in them or in their 
work. In the personal cultures of the other team members, that belief 
represented a fair interpretation of her behavior.

The team members responded badly to the perceived lack of 
interest from their engineering contact. Soon the team was in 
some disarray and not making progress. After external interven-
tion identified the true issues behind the engineer’s previously 
unexplained lack of participation, a relatively simple solution was 
proposed. The team leader began to stop the discussion periodically 
and ask for her input.

This small accommodation provided her with an opportunity to 
participate in team meetings, but to do so in her own way. The team 
quickly came back together and became quite productive. It even turns 
out that by developing a more polite communication style, this team 
brought out more participation from other team members as well.

There are many ways in which one or more people can unintentionally 
 disrupt a team and make it unproductive. First-line team leaders are often not 
prepared to manage that disruption when it happens, especially in the unsettled 
social environment caused by converting to the new culture of autonomous 
improvement. In the supervision mode, team leaders are much less dependent 
on team goodwill than when they are attempting to lead engaged people. In 
the supervision mode, they can frequently resolve modest interpersonal differ-
ences with specific instructions regarding structured behavior. In the engage-
ment mode, however, team leaders need to receive some form of voluntary action 
from most of the people, and that voluntary behavior is often inconsistent with 
team leaders who are overtly prescriptive in directing other forms of personal 
behavior. Many team leaders will require either management or professional 
help to find and implement an interpersonal resolution for the team that fits the 
new culture you are creating.

Although unintentional disruption is not a direct threat to the activity in 
the same way that intentional disruption is, it is still a problem that needs to be 
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corrected. No team can be allowed to refuse or fail to participate in the improve-
ment process. The teams who begin to behave as a dysfunctional family behaves 
need skilled external help either to initiate autonomous action or to return 
to working closely together and become productive again after a disruption. 
It is management’s job to identify when this need exists and to provide help. 
A front-line team leader is very unlikely to fix this type of situation alone. The 
creation of a skilled professional in industrial culture and other resources to help 
with these situations as they arise is described in Section III.

Summary of Chapter 6
When management provides the objective elements of engagement, most 
people and teams respond by actually engaging in improvement.
When engagement does not occur after a team has the objective 
 elements in place, the likely cause is one of the two subjective elements 
that disrupt engagement:

 1. Teams or individual team members do not trust management.
 2. One or more individuals, including the team leader or another 

member of middle management, may be disruptive.
When a team fails to deploy the objective elements at the same time 
as other teams, then the team leader may need external help to get 
the process started.
When a team displays subjective problems with engagement, the 
team leader needs specific skilled professional assistance to bring the 
team back together.
Frequently teams that do not trust management fear management 
will use the improvement to reduce employment.
Use the strategic and tactical goals to communicate that the need 
for improvement is broader than the need for a reduced workforce. 
Make it clear that you do not intend to hurt the people who are 
helping you to succeed.
You cannot save your way to success; something more is always 
required.
Disruptive team members act either intentionally or unintentionally:

Intentional disruption is often the easiest to manage.
Unintentionally disruptive team members often signal a 
 cultural difference among team members or between the 
 culture of the team and the culture of the corporation.

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�
�
�



111

IIIThE SOCIal 
dESIgN Of YOur 
NEw CulTurE

In the earlier sections of this book, I described the objective or “engineering” 
aspects of a corporate culture. Because an industrial culture is different from 
a social culture in that it exists primarily for commercial purposes, establish-
ing the business components of that culture first as we have done here provides 
an important foundation for the rest of the cultural transition. But, even in 
industry, culture is an essentially social concept. Therefore this section describes 
the social elements needed for your new culture.

As you create an industrial culture of rapid improvement, it is important to 
remember that the people in your business arrive at work every day with their 
own personal cultures. Those many different personal cultures will influence 
the social elements in the design of your corporate culture because they will 
determine how individual people will behave most naturally, relative to your 
work and in cooperation with others while at work. Remember that the variety 
of personal cultures among your people and the required corporate culture of 
your business are necessarily a unique combination.

That is the principle reason that each leader who undertakes to lead a 
 cultural transformation must be prepared to design the new culture. At the end 
of the day, in order to succeed, you need to create your own culture. You cannot 
simply adopt an industrial culture for your business that either I or someone 
else has practiced previously in another business situation. You need a culture 
that is created specifically to fit the people of your organization, as well as the 
particular needs of your business. In many forms of improvement, but especially 
in the areas requiring a lot of personal engagement, leaders who simply attempt 
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to re-create exactly what they have seen elsewhere fail more often than they 
succeed. Singing the company song may be a great way to start the day in Tokyo, 
but do not try that in Baytown, Texas. Similarly, Andon (i.e., line-stop) may be a 
great technique for the auto industry, but it is more likely to cause an explosion 
than an improvement in the chemical industry.

There are four critical implications of managing the social elements at the 
interface between personal cultures and a new corporate culture. These will be 
discussed in the four chapters of this section.

First, management must understand the theory of cultural design as it 
applies to industry. In time, many people will participate in the evolution of the 
culture into one that precisely fits the needs of your people and your business. 
However, at the beginning, leaders (and those who advise the leaders) will 
start the process of creating a new culture with only the theory, some examples 
from others, and their personal knowledge of the people and needs of their 
 business. When leaders understand the theory of industrial culture, there is far 
less chance that they will commit the serious error of attempting to reproduce 
a successful culture that someone else has created without first adapting it to 
their particular situation. The theory of industrial culture provides a basis for 
judging the applicability of other’s experiences for use in your business. This is 
the subject of Chapter 7.

Second, the leaders must design an “on-purpose” corporate culture that 
allows their people from many different personal and social cultures to behave 
naturally and comfortably as they bring their full energy, creativity, and per-
sonal capabilities to work. Most industrial cultures today are nothing more than 
an informal adaptation of an external social culture. As a result, many people 
with different personal cultures are diminished or excluded from the culture at 
work. Those who are diminished or excluded from the culture of the workplace 
not only will be unable to help as you improve the business, but they will also 
be a visible reminder to others that the culture of the workplace does not fit your 
people and your business. The people who share the work with you must know 
and believe that they are all trusted and valued members of the culture that you 
create. This is the subject of Chapter 8.

Third, the new corporate culture needs to be inclusive. This is legitimately a 
subset of the cultural design described as the second requirement, but it is a subset 
that requires a lot of detail and attention. Designing an inclusive culture requires 
that you recognize the cultural differences that exist, provide your people a way 
to resolve interpersonal differences that arise as a result of cultural differences, 
and provide your people with support as they experience cultural change. This is 
all new and challenging work for everyone, and it is work that needs to be done 
very well in order to succeed. This is the subject of Chapter 9.
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Fourth, as the culture of the workplace becomes more social and more 
inclusive, there will be a natural increase in the emotions that people experience 
at work. For most people, work has not previously been a truly emotional experi-
ence, and emotions in the workplace are uncomfortable. Management needs to 
prepare in advance for the arrival of real emotions in the workplace and must use 
the emotional health of the organization as an indicator of the extent of support 
that they enjoy for the pace and character of cultural change as it occurs. This is 
the subject of Chapter 10.
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Chapter 7

understanding 
the Theory of 
Industrial Culture

Key Idea: Always keep in mind that you are not creating a new business 
culture for fun or as a social experiment. You are creating a new industrial 
culture because you have the expectation that it will lead to improved 
business performance. If you are not able to understand the relevance of 
any cultural activity as it applies to your business and to your people, then 
you should wait or proceed slowly until you do understand it or until you 
have rejected it in favor of some alternative activity. I really cannot say this 
too often or with too much emphasis: You need a culture that fits your 
business and your people. There is no value at all in adopting the elements 
of some other business’s culture if they do not apply to you.

As mentioned in the introduction to Section III, it is now time to get serious 
about designing the way that you will lead the human side of change for your 
business. The important point as you design your new culture is that if you 
want the people who work in your business to behave differently, then you need 
to behave differently first. As Albert Einstein said: “Insanity is doing the same 
thing over and over and expecting a different result.” If you continue to lead 
your people in the way that you always have, and expect them to give you a 
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 different result, you are sure to be disappointed. Designing a new culture implies 
that management is prepared to change both the formal and social mechanisms 
for leading the human side of your business.

The three specific social objectives of any new business culture are

 1. Create a business-wide culture that enables people from the many different 
social and personal cultures that exist within your business today to work 
with each other comfortably, capably, and creatively.

 2. Create a culture that includes all the people who are part of your business 
as trusted and valued teammates.

 3. Create a small-team culture within your business that lets people work 
closely together to achieve the detailed needs of your business.

Before considering the design of a new culture, there are several important 
theoretical attributes of human culture and business culture that need to be 
reviewed. Based on the understanding that you gain from that review, you will 
be equipped with most of the theory that you will need in order to undertake the 
practical steps to create a new culture that you design “on purpose” to specifi-
cally fit the needs of your business and your people.

Personalities and Personal Cultures at work
You already know that each person who works with you has a unique personality. 
Typically the personality that an individual brings to work is a natural combi-
nation of race, gender, national origin, religion, and other heritage attributes 
of that sort. In forming an individual’s personality, these heritage attributes 
combine with status characteristics such as education, wealth, health, sociabil-
ity, family, and others. At work, these characteristics all combine again with 
attributes from the workplace, such as the type of work that a person does, the 
organizational level at which they work, the experience or seniority that a person 
has, and the way that the individual earns personal satisfaction, respect, or peer 
approval while at work.

Each of your people arrives at work with a complex personal culture that 
defines how each person would behave naturally absent the behavioral con-
straints of the workplace. Those personal cultures have not been designed for any 
 purpose and certainly not for any business purpose. They simply occur naturally 
as a result of the heritage and environment of each individual. The many different 
personal cultures of your people will also define how each person will naturally 
interact with the other people in the workplace and with the industrial culture 
that you create.
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Further, the personal cultures of each individual will determine how people 
interpret the actions and behavior of those around them. Behavior that is quite 
natural in one person may be inexplicable or even offensive to another person. As 
a result, personal culture often is a significant factor affecting business-critical 
social relationships in the workplace such as teamwork, cooperation, trust, and 
friendship.

On top of all that naturally occurring social cultural confusion, your people, 
with all their different personal cultures, interact with one another within the 
business culture of your enterprise. Although it is possible for businesses to 
have strong cultures, an industrial culture is not natural. If you want a strong 
industrial culture, it will be necessary to design and implement it yourself. As a 
result, few businesses today enjoy a culture that has any influence in shaping the 
personalities, interactions, and behavior of people while they are at work. This 
does not imply that your business lacks a culture, but rather that your business 
culture, as it exists today, is probably not strong or influential. But as you create 
a strong new culture, the environment within which your people interact will 
change substantially, and that is another important consideration in the design 
of your business culture.

Each business has a Culture That 
defines the workplace
Recognizing that your business consists of many people, each with a distinct 
personal culture, the first consideration in the design of your on-purpose culture 
will be the harmonious integration of those disparate personal cultures while 
people are at work. There has been a lot of research done on the interaction of 
different cultures, and that can be of real value to you.

A common finding from this research is that, in most situations, it is possible 
to identify a “dominant” culture that defines the environment of the interaction. 
Identifying a culture as “dominant” does not mean that the dominant culture is 
strong or influential, but only that for a particular environment, the dominant 
culture defines interaction among the several personal cultures. The importance 
of the concept of a dominant culture cannot be overstated in creating a new 
culture for a business. Although your current business culture is probably quite 
weak, the new culture that you create should have a great influence on the inter-
actions of your people at work. The first lesson of dominant cultures in business 
is that, to the extent that an individual’s personal culture is very different from 
the dominant culture of the enterprise, it is hard for that person to perform 
even normal activities comfortably and successfully. For routine operations, a 
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person with a different culture can adapt somewhat with time. However, as new 
activities (such as autonomous improvement) are introduced the discomfort and 
lack of success that a person of difference experiences will increase.

If you want to test this belief about the difficulty of doing normal activities 
successfully within a different dominant culture, try this exercise. Identify a 
church, synagogue, or mosque in your city from your own religion where all or 
most of the members are people of another race. Attend services there one day. 
All the people will be gathered together for the same purpose, and you share that 
purpose with them. Because this is a place of worship of your own religion, the 
rituals of the service ought to be familiar to you. In many respects, this is very 
similar to a workplace situation.

Example: I only propose this exercise because anyone can do it in 
almost any place. Many people in global businesses already experi-
ence this sort of effect at work. While I was with Gilbarco, I had 
responsibility for manufacturing operations in Greensboro, North 
Carolina, where I lived, as well as Canada, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and Brazil. In all five locations, we were making effec-
tively the same products for the same customers. Although I was 
perfectly at home in the plants in Canada, the United Kingdom, 
and Australia, I have to admit that I never really understood the 
 Brazilian operations in the same way, and my contributions there 
were far less than in other places.

What you are certain to find is that in the new environment you will be 
distracted, uncertain, worried about fitting in, worried about appearing or doing 
wrong in some way, and truly not able to worship as you normally do. Even the 
shared rituals that are common to your religion will be surrounded by local rituals 
that are very different from what you anticipate. If you really want to experi-
ence the “fish out of water” effect, try going to a place of worship of a different 
religion or with people of a different socioeconomic group (or both of those) in 
addition to going to a place of worship of a different race. As you increase the 
number of differences between your personal culture and the dominant culture 
that surrounds you, you will become less comfortable and less effective.

If you were to attend a place of worship of a different culture regularly, you 
could adapt with time and begin to be more comfortable, but you would always 
know that you never quite “got it” like the others around you and that you were 
never quite as comfortable or successful as you previously were at your place of 
worship. More important for our purposes, you would find it hard to engage in 
the secular activities of that place of worship to the extent that you do today. 
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Even if you attended regularly, you would volunteer less and have less social 
interaction. When the dominant culture of any environment is very different 
from your personal culture, you can learn the formal routines, but informal and 
nonroutine activity will remain very difficult.

What you are experiencing is the effect of being in a dominant culture that is 
not your own. In that environment, even things that you have comfortably done 
all your life are harder and more uncertain. And that is the very human effect 
that some of your people experience every day at work.

Example: You were probably very uncomfortable as you read the 
prior paragraphs describing an experiment that involved religion. 
The reason is that we have all been taught that we do not talk about 
religion or politics in business. If you add to that prohibition on con-
versation the “protected classes” specified in civil rights legislation 
(race, age, gender, national origin, sexual orientation, and others), 
you will generally describe the culture of many workplaces.

People need to discuss and resolve interpersonal differences, 
large and small, before they can work together as trusted and valued 
colleagues. Most work cultures lack influence on social interactions 
because they either prohibit those discussions or “dumb them down” 
to such an extent that they are effectively useless. Such bland domi-
nant cultures may appear to create or preserve a superficial harmony, 
but what they actually achieve is the permanent isolation of individ-
uals or groups who are different in some way and without resolution 
always will be.

Social Cultures at work
It is important to recognize that few businesses today have well-designed 
industrial cultures. The dominant cultures of most workplaces are simply 
informal adaptations of an external social culture probably with the addition 
of a prohibition against any discussion of cultural issues. For that reason, it 
is possible to provide a general description of the culture of most businesses 
today—for example:

In a family-owned and operated business, the culture of the business 
is normally the same as the personal culture of the family that owns 
the business.

�
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In a publicly owned single-nation company, the culture of the business is 
the social culture of the community where the business operates, mixed 
evenly with the personal culture of the most senior managers.
In a large multinational company, the culture of the workplace is an even 
mix of the social culture of the country of operation, combined with the 
business culture of the country of ownership.

Example: I learned a great lesson in this regard in Japan. Our Japanese 
managers often held business discussions in English, even when there 
were only Japanese natives present. They explained to me that when 
they spoke the Japanese language, they felt constrained by social 
limits that did not fit the business conversations they had learned 
to have within the culture of our company. By speaking English, 
they declared to each other that Japanese social norms were tempo-
rarily suspended and they were acting principally as employees of a 
U.S. company. At other times, they spoke together in Japanese and it 
was understood that the cultural norms at that time were local.

Because most industrial cultures today exist as an extension of social cul-
tures that have been brought informally into the workplace, the culture of most 
workplaces has few business attributes. Even more important for the purpose of 
the social design of a work culture, the most common business culture today is 
not an inclusive culture. Most existing work cultures do not have any structured 
capability to include individuals who have a personal culture that is different 
from the social culture that has been adapted to the workplace. As previously 
mentioned, some (even many) businesses formally or informally prohibit the 
discussions that would lead to inclusion. The workplace should be inclusive, but 
it just is not. The rituals of work should be natural, but some people just do not 
get it. People should resolve interpersonal differences, but they are not allowed 
to do so. When the dominant culture of the workplace is created informally by 
extension of the social cultures of management or the community, there is an 
excellent chance that the society of the workplace excludes or diminishes those 
workers who are not part of the dominant social culture outside of work.

Three Typical responses to a dominant Culture
When the dominant culture of the workplace contains few if any business 
 elements and is largely defined by the social culture of just some of the people at 
work, then the other people have to adapt to work much as you might have done if 

�
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you had tried the experiment of visiting a new place of worship or as you actually 
have done while working in a country with a very different culture. Unfortu-
nately for business, none of the likely adaptations produces a good result.

A common finding from the study of different personal cultures as they 
come together at work is that people who have a personal culture that is similar 
to the dominant culture of the workplace tend to enjoy the experience and 
prosper. For example, if a business is owned and managed by white male North 
American Christians, then the most likely spontaneous culture for the workplace 
will be that of white male North American Christians. As a result, they will be 
the people who will behave most comfortably and naturally, and they will get 
the most personal satisfaction from work. In some extreme cases, they may be 
almost the only people who get real enjoyment from the work experience.

White males will prosper in the workplace not because they receive favored 
treatment (although that is possible), but rather because they are comfortable, 
natural, and creative in their actions and in their relationships. They will easily 
join in nonroutine activities, and they will function well in small teams at the 
front line. The people who have a personal culture that is very close to the domi-
nant culture enjoy work, they succeed at work, and everything is relatively good 
for them.

In contrast, people who have a personal culture that is very different from the 
dominant culture at work will not easily or naturally receive as much intrinsic value 
or personal success from work as will members of the dominant culture. They will 
not easily participate in the nonroutine activities or small teams of the workplace 
with the same comfort, enthusiasm, and personal enjoyment. These people with 
a different personal culture will typically take one of three paths as they interact 
with the dominant culture. These are described in the following sections.

1. People of Different Cultures Will Appear to Fit the 
Dominant Culture at Work

The first type of response is that a person with a different culture may adopt a 
personality and behavior that emulates the dominant culture while at work, then 
return to his or her own personal culture at other times. By adopting a behavior 
that is not natural to them, people of difference may appear to “fit in” at work, 
but they commonly do so with some effort and discomfort that detracts from 
their energy and creative ability to do other things. This cultural “protective 
coloration” is often quite successful for routine activities, but it becomes strained 
and less effective for the nonroutine actions of autonomous improvement and 
small-team activity. As a result, they are less productive and successful than 
they otherwise could be due to the personal capability and creativity that is 
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consumed in adapting and due to the diminished success of the adaptation, just 
when the business needs it the most. They will volunteer less and have fewer 
close personal or team relationships while at work.

2. People of Different Cultures Will Adopt a 
Neutral Behavior while at Work

The second typical response is that a person of a different culture may become 
culturally and personally neutral while they are surrounded by another social 
culture that has been adopted as the dominant work culture. They conform to the 
work culture just enough to meet the minimum standards of behavior required 
by the dominant culture, but they never even attempt to conform or adapt to the 
values and beliefs of the dominant culture, either partially or temporarily.

Often this means that they do not bring the fullness of their own personality 
to work, and they do not adopt an adaptive personality during work. Unlike 
the first group, these people do not consume their creative abilities and energy 
in adaptation. Rather, they generally leave their creativity and energy at home. 
These folks may be competent at routine repetitive work, but they rarely make 
any form of special contribution. They are not engaged with the business or their 
coworkers. They have no social basis for successfully participating in either the 
creative aspects or the teamwork of autonomous improvement.

3. People of Different Cultures Will Resist the Dominant 
Culture at Work

The third typical responsive behavior is that people with different personal 
 cultures resist the dominant culture by emphasizing their differences. For 
 example, a French manager who is considered culturally moderate in France 
might affect behavior that he or others consider to be extremely “French” when 
he begins to work in an American company or in an American venue. Similar to 
the people in the first group, the people in this group consume their creativity 
and energy with unnatural behavior. Unfortunately, often nothing collegial 
or collaborative results from this form of unnatural behavior that emphasizes 
 personal cultural differences.

Another common manifestation of this response of emphasizing differences to 
the dominant culture is demonstrated by people whose personal culture includes 
seeking peer approval by cultivating a “bad boy” image or other countercultural 
behavior. They consume their energy and creativity by constantly abusing the 
system and challenging authority. A less disruptive form of the “bad boy” culture 
is the “class clown.” These people seek peer approval by entertaining their peers, 
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often with disruptive antics of some sort. Although they will not be quite as dis-
ruptive as the bad boys are, the class clowns also consume their personal creativity 
and energy in nonproductive pursuits. Both the bad boys and the class clowns 
often also consume the time and energy of others in nonproductive ways.

What to Do about These Three Responses to Your 
Dominant Work Culture

The business implication from this assessment is that most of your employees who 
are not naturally members of the dominant social culture that has been adapted 
for your company expend or lose capability and positive creativity in order to 
behave in a way that is not natural for them while they are at work. To address 
this situation, you need to move away from the spontaneous work culture that 
simply mirrors an external social culture. You need to create an “on-purpose” 
 culture for the workplace that brings all your people together and supports a 
shared cultural (and business) value of collaborative autonomous improvement.

Example: The Asian woman engineer I mention several times 
throughout this book once told me that she fully understood that to 
fill her role as an engineer in our company, she should communicate 
differently from the communication style that she had been raised 
to practice. In her words, she had to choose each day how she would 
fail: that is, she could communicate our way and fail as an Asian 
woman, or she could communicate her way and fail as an engineer. 
Whatever choice she made was emotionally draining and distracting 
to her personal life and to her business mission every day.

In addition to diminishing the personal capabilities of individuals, a further 
concern is that unresolved interpersonal or intercultural relationships can greatly 
diminish the capabilities of multicultural teams and, through that, diminish the 
results of all the team members, including those team members who otherwise 
would perform well because they are members of the dominant culture. For 
example, recalling the Asian woman again, because of her cultural issues with 
communication style, her entire team became unproductive until we resolved 
that issue.

As you ask people to go beyond compliance with specific supervisory direc-
tion and engage with you and their teammates to improve your business, then 
that extra part of themselves they lose or consume in adapting to the society of 
work may be just the extra capability that you need, or the extra teamwork and 
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cooperation in nonroutine work that is not possible for them and their team-
mates may be what you need.

Example: As I began to understand these issues and to discuss 
them with people, several friends volunteered stories of their per-
sonal adaptations. Some of those people have a specific regimen each 
morning of “transforming” from the person they are at home into 
the person that they feel they need to be at work.

No one reported that they believed they became a better person as 
a result of this transformation. The transformations never added to per-
sonal engagement, creativity, and capabilities, they always subtracted.

Situational Cultures
A final finding from the study of merging cultures is of great value when design-
ing the social elements of your culture of rapid improvement. Social differences 
among individuals in one situation might be very unlike the social differences 
between the same individuals in other situations. For example, the professional 
behavior of a black woman engineer at work might be very similar to the profes-
sional behavior of white male engineers at work. Outside of the workplace, the 
behavior for black women and white men might be very different, but at work, 
individuals from both groups can behave very naturally as engineers. In the 
same way that people can be culturally comfortable in professional roles, they 
can learn to be comfortable in other roles, such as when a person becomes com-
fortably fluent in a second language and happily enjoys the society associated 
with that language.

This is described as a situational culture. It is not an individual’s personal 
culture, but it is a culture that an individual can embrace without discomfort 
or loss.

The concept of a situational culture suggests a path for the design of your 
on-purpose industrial culture. You can create a situational work culture that is based 
on the shared values and prescribed behavior of your goals and rituals. Similar to 
the behavior of professional engineers (which does not define all behavior of those 
engineers), you still have many social elements to consider, but it is a good start. 
As you design the social elements of your culture, try to understand and satisfy the 
theory of interpersonal relations within an industrial culture as it applies in your 
situation. The details of such a design are discussed in Chapter 8.

Essentially you will want to build a workplace culture that is purposely 
 created with the following four characteristics in a way that is unique to the 
needs of your business and your people:
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 1. The foundation of the business culture is the commonly shared values, 
beliefs, and rituals that you create.

 2. The social elements of the organization-wide business culture are 
designed by you and your people to uniquely fit the needs of your people 
and your business.

 3. The formal practices and society of the business include and value all the 
people of the organization as trusted colleagues.

 4. The local norms of the small teams enable all people within the business to 
work comfortably, creatively, and naturally with their teammates.

Key Idea: Ultimately this is the result you are seeking: a carefully 
designed industrial culture that engages all your team members in natural 
personal and professional behavior in support of your business while they 
are at work.

Summary of Chapter 7
People bring their individual cultures to work with them. These indi-
vidual cultures are created for each person as the result of merging ele-
ments derived from their heritage, their societal status, and their role in 
the workplace.

When cultures interact, a significant factor in the outcome is the 
dominant culture that defines the environment of the interactions.
In most businesses today, the dominant culture of the workplace 
is the social culture of the owners or the community in which the 
business operates.
It is possible for you to experience the effect of being a person of 
difference in a dominant culture that is not your own by attending 
a place of worship other than your own, which has a different domi-
nant culture from yours.
Dominant cultures at work that have evolved from an external social 
culture naturally exclude or diminish some of the people who work 
at your business.
In response to a dominant culture that is not theirs, people adopt 
unnatural behavior at work. This normally diminishes their capability 
or creativity.
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It is possible to create a new culture for the workplace that is 
designed “on purpose” to comfortably include all your business 
and personal issues.
People within this on-purpose culture can act naturally in the same 
way that professionals learn professional behavior or in the way that 
people become comfortably fluent in a second language.
This is the basis of our intent to design a special culture that is appro-
priate to your business and to the needs of your people.

�
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Chapter 8

The Social design 
of a New Culture

Key Idea: Today, people often work in close proximity, but the work 
does not benefit from collaboration. They act as a work group, not as a 
team. As you transition to true team-based activity, your need for strong, 
interpersonal relations will increase greatly. In order for this transition to 
happen uniformly and quickly, management needs to lead the way with 
clear direction and expectations.

It is possible to design a situational culture that is especially appropriate for your 
own particular needs in bringing people together to share the goals and work 
of improving your business in a very natural and comfortable way. Most of this 
book provides the technical, practical, and administrative details for design of a 
new culture. This chapter describes design of the social, or human, elements.

Fortunately and unfortunately, there will be few specific details in this chapter 
that you might be tempted to copy, because “R&D”—in this case meaning 
 replicate and duplicate—does not play well in social design. Instead, you need to 
design the social elements of your own corporate culture in a way that is unique 
to your business and your people. There is very little value in adopting or adapt-
ing social elements from a culture that someone else has designed. If all that you 
learn from a book or a benchmark visit to a successful organization is the exact 
ritual of their practices, then that implies that the working model of cultural 
theory that you plan to use as you design your own culture is a behavior-only 
model. As described at the time I introduced the three-part model of culture 



128  ◾  A Culture of Rapid Improvement

that I have been using here (in Chapter 1), if your understanding of culture is 
limited only to behavior, you are more likely to do harm than good.

In fact, one of the biggest regrets that I have is that so many people have 
 visited my operations through the years and copied only the rituals of our quality 
station practices without understanding or attempting any of the other cultural 
elements that made quality stations so successful for us. Visitors often returned 
to their own businesses and worked very diligently to reproduce what they had 
seen at our site. And they often sent follow-up teams to check the details. But 
without the culture to support it, quality station practice is just another technical 
initiative that depends largely on people—and without an appropriate culture, 
it will not be as successful for you as it has been for me.

Most industrial practitioners who write about or teach industrial improve-
ment only tell you about the experiences, practices, and rituals of their successes; 
those rituals normally do not travel well without all the other elements of the 
 specific culture that made them possible. That is the principle reason that adop-
tion of Japanese manufacturing techniques is still in relatively early stages more 
than three decades after the Western world discovered their value. Rather than 
adopting the technology in a way that is consistent with our culture, far too many 
 Western companies attempted to simply reproduce the practices that exist in Japan. 
 Rituals grounded in someone else’s culture become increasingly inappropriate 
and increasingly ineffective as the differences between the two cultures increase. 
Therefore I will describe here only the social elements that you need to consider 
and accommodate as you create your own design on the basis of the theory of 
industrial cultures. The actual design of your unique culture is up to you and 
your understanding of how the theory of culture applies to your situation. There 
will, of course, be examples from my own experience, but you should use those 
examples as illustrations of the theory, not as models to replicate.

Social design in Industry
The social design of a new industrial culture begins with changing your expec-
tations for social behavior at work in a way that is consistent with the values 
and beliefs that you have adopted for unifying the workforce and achieving the 
goals of the business. When I say “social” here I am describing the human inter-
action component of life at work. This may include informal social aspects such 
as personal friendships and lunch companions, but it also specifically includes 
establishing the formal social expectations for how people work together as 
 individuals and small teams.

With the exception of prescribed rituals of conduct that are required when 
certain uniform and precise outcomes are needed, you will not manage these 
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social interactions at work directly. Instead, you will create an environment 
where people will change their own behavior to be consistent with the expecta-
tions derived from the society of the workplace. This means that you need to 
create a social environment at work that encourages people to form strong auton-
omous teams that vigorously pursue attainment of business goals and improved 
performance. Therefore you need to create a social basis for each of the following 
characteristics of people working together:

You need carefully prescribed behavior that meets the detailed business 
expectations of precision and timeliness.
You need individual and team behavior to be collaborative and inclusive.
You need autonomous behavior that is consistent with expectations, even 
in the absence of management oversight.
You need organized and focused behavior that advances your corporate goals.
You need to recognize that different individuals may contribute to success 
in different ways.

This list of the social characteristics of a collaborative and productive work-
place is not surprising. Most managers today would easily recognize this list as 
descriptive of the sort of workplace that they aspire to create. However, similar 
to establishing the goals of the business, there is little value for managers to carry 
an informal list of aspirant social characteristics in their heads. The value of this 
list only comes to fruition when management formalizes its understanding of 
the social aspects of its intended culture and begins to take specific actions to 
turn those aspirations into reality for everyone.

The cultural attributes of autonomous work and strategically focused work 
have been discussed previously. The remaining social considerations can be 
 considered in three categories:

 1. Precision and timeliness: change the way your teams get the work done.
 2. Collaboration and teamwork: change the way small teams form and 

communicate.
 3. Inclusion and contribution: change the way your business values and 

includes individuals.

Social Consideration 1: Precision and Timeliness
The operating behavior of people and teams within a new industrial culture 
should be generally directed by the formal objective elements of the culture, 
including the unifying goals, prescribed rituals, and the rules of practice that 
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apply to all people (as described in Section I and Section II). To that operat-
ing behavior you need to add organization-wide social standards or norms of 
group and interpersonal conduct that will also apply to all people. These social 
standards will describe your expectations for the way that people work together. 
These will not be merely a business adaptation of the social norms of an external, 
nonbusiness culture. These will be new social norms that you create to specifi-
cally address the need to unite your people into a single high-performing team 
that is appropriate to the conduct of your business. You want the common or 
group interpersonal behavior of your organization to be generally directed by 
social support for the people who uphold the norms of the new culture, balanced 
by peer pressure directed toward the people who do not.

Obviously the most important part of any consideration of behavior at work 
is the part where the work gets done. I said in Chapter 2 that even a great strategy 
will not matter if you lose your customers as you execute the strategy. The same 
sort of reasoning is true of behavior. Behavior that leads to a world-class pace of 
autonomous improvement becomes unimportant if you cannot get the routine 
work done, so let us talk first about the social elements of getting the work done. 
The basic work of the business benefits from social change when you organize 
the work to enable autonomous teams to make their own special contribution to 
routine work as well as improvement.

Key Idea: In most Western industry, although improvement is often prac-
ticed in small teams, most of the basic work is done in the traditional mode 
of individual work assignments. There will always be a need for individual 
work assignments, when the task is only appropriate to one person or only 
one person is appropriate to the task. But as your people and managers 
gain familiarity and competence working in teams, allow the teams to do 
more. People like working in teams, and when teams can be effective, they 
can often perform better than individuals acting alone.

If you organize the work so that all you need from your people is strict com-
pliance to objective instructions, then you will not benefit from autonomous 
teams, and you do not need to consider the social aspects of work. The super-
vision model of compliance to instructions is largely independent of the several 
personal cultures that people bring to work because in that model, personal 
cultures are suppressed. I certainly am not being disrespectful to the supervision 
model of management. During the post–World War II era, this militaristic or 
industrial engineering approach was in place for some of the most impressive 
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industrial success in American history, and it is still the management model that 
is most widely practiced.

Example: When I joined General Motors as a first-line supervisor 
(called a “foreman” in those days), General Motors was clearly the 
preeminent automotive manufacturer in the world. My job as a 
 foreman was difficult, but it was not complicated by social consid-
erations. Each person in my group had a clearly defined task that 
had been well documented by industrial engineers. My job was to 
be certain that each of them knew the task and the standards and 
that each one did the task as instructed, without any variation, for as 
many minutes of each shift as possible.

We were efficient according to our standards, in the way that 
had made General Motors a great company. But the work was 
impersonal, and it rarely improved or changed in any important 
way. Certainly the work almost never changed as the result of input 
from the workers. Behavior was uniform, but it was also uncreative 
and uninteresting. Personal or cultural variations in social behavior 
on the job were largely not visible or not tolerated. Although we 
were successful to the standards that had made us great, Toyota and 
 others who had different standards began to overtake us.

It is now quite clear that world-class performance cannot be achieved by 
supervising compliance alone. Without considering the need for improvement, 
the precise and timely performance required for basic industrial operations today 
is greater than what can be attained by supervisors monitoring compliance. 
Autonomous teams are not only useful for improvement, they can be a big help 
in routine work as well. And the new social expectations that develop within 
the team will make that help a reality. The first step to obtain this benefit is to 
subdivide the work of operating the business into the routine, repetitive work 
and the special work.

How to Handle Routine Work

For routine and repetitive work, where the expectations for performance are 
well known, it will be possible for the members of mature autonomous teams to 
assume the primary responsibility to make the work happen. Previously precision, 
timeliness, and efficiency of routine work were the sole responsibility of the super-
visor. Although most team members followed the instructions of the supervisor, 
most did not overtly support the supervisor beyond that. Certainly very few 
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people supported the supervisor by making independent value judgments about 
the work or the process, or by addressing the behavior of teammates who did not 
cooperate. The reason for this lack of support is that in an adaptation of an exter-
nal social culture into the workplace, there are few business considerations that 
drive work-related behavior for most people. In an environment of supervision 
to compliance, there is also a lack of responsibility. People do not have either a 
social or an objective reason to do more than follow instructions. In contrast, as 
you move to an autonomous improvement culture, many of the new team rituals 
that your people will develop and practice do support the supervisor and the 
business with both social and objective reasons to do more.

The lean practice of Andon, or line-stop, is a perfect example. Following 
this team ritual, when a problem is detected in production, the person who 
detects it is authorized to stop the production line until the team corrects the 
 problem. Similarly the many techniques of Poka-yoke, or mistake recognition and 
 avoidance, enable team members to detect quality problems and respond imme-
diately. These practices and many others keep improvement at the forefront of 
routine operation by providing opportunities for “instantaneous” or very small 
event improvement continuously throughout the day.

When Andon, Poka-yoke, and other similar practices become part of the 
social expectations and rituals for team behavior, many details of routine 
work can be managed by the team without intervention by the supervisor. 
Many teams can find other great ways to conduct and improve the routines 
of industrial work. The social standards of team behavior—including shared 
expectations, social support, and peer pressure—are the secret to successful 
practice of these rituals.

Key Idea: The rituals of Andon and Poka-yoke are great examples of 
behavior that managers frequently observe or study and then attempt 
to reproduce without first establishing the culture to support them. 
For example, authorizing people to identify and correct the mistakes of 
coworkers, as required by Poka-yoke, can be a social disaster if you do 
not have a strong team culture. Allowing people to stop the line without 
clear expectations and a strong team response can be both a social and a 
production disaster.

How to Handle Nonroutine Work
Once the small teams have assumed responsibility for most of the basic produc-
tion work, then supervisors or team leaders can focus on detailed management 
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of the aspects of the team’s assignment that are nonroutine, including those that 
become nonroutine because of an event of some sort. This is another opportu-
nity to develop synergy between autonomous teams and management. When the 
details and expectations of operations are certain, the team can use the social 
rituals of team practice to conduct routine production more successfully than 
the most attentive supervisor. And if they will do that, then the supervisor can 
audit the routine work to ensure consistent business oversight and can focus more 
intently to manage the details of nonroutine work more successfully than before.

When to Begin

I wanted to review the applicability of small-team work to the issue of precision 
and timeliness in production operations first because those activities constitute 
most of the work in industry. Autonomous teams can have a very beneficial 
impact on routine production work. But that is not the place to start your 
 autonomous activities. You should allow your teams to form and mature before 
you expect them to assume responsibility for the core of your business. Starting 
first with the hardest and most important aspect of the business is another trap 
that unwary managers often fall into.

It is best to retain your existing supervisor practice (or whatever practice that 
you currently employ) to ensure precise operation as you begin to form autonomous 
teams. Concentrate initially on building strong teams that experience working 
together autonomously while conducting improvement projects. The success of 
the team at small-event improvement will determine the ability of the team to 
later expand their scope to the nearly continuous activity of routine production. 
Once your teams are really good at autonomous improvement, extending them 
into autonomous operation is straightforward.

There are three characteristics that will help you to know that your improve-
ment teams are ready to assume a greater role in routine operations:

 1. The team functions well as a team. All members are valued and included, 
and the team has good experience and communications for making 
 decisions and resolving interpersonal differences.

 2. The team is providing team leaders with active social support, including 
exercising personal influence on the behavior of team members who are 
not cooperative or collaborative.

 3. Team members are constantly “aware” of improvement opportunities and 
projects. Initially this will appear as an increase in the number and quality 
of proposals for team action. Later it will evolve into the elegant solutions 
of small teams resulting from extended observation and consideration, as 
has been described in the discussion of root cause analysis.
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Social Consideration 2: Collaboration and Teamwork
Small teams are critical to the success of the organization in an autonomous 
environment. This is where people spend most of their time and do most of their 
work. Variation in personal behavior among the members of a small team is one 
of the most common causes when people do not engage with each other or when 
small teams fail to perform. This issue was introduced in Chapter 6 as one of the 
subjective problems that arise during the practice of autonomous improvement. 
Your teams need to develop the ability to discuss interpersonal differences in 
a way that is intelligent and inoffensive so that they can create their own local 
social rituals and practices for team actions that will serve to unite the particular 
members of each unique team.

Example: This sort of individual small-team discussion and response 
is represented by the team of the Asian engineer (from Chapter 6 and 
Chapter 7) that agreed to periodically stop discussions in order to 
enable her to communicate in her own very polite way. The practice 
they adopted was important to their team, but it would have been 
clearly burdensome and inappropriate for most teams.

Key Idea: Autonomous action is the new environment for teamwork that 
you are creating, and it must be established and nurtured with great care 
as any truly new aspect of the business would be. Do not assume that your 
people know how to work in small teams with coworkers who may not 
be friends just because they know how to play in small teams with people 
who often are friends. And do not assume that they will spontaneously 
create social standards for team action that will be effective and inclusive. 
Management and team leaders have an important role in forming and 
sustaining high-performing teams.

Although you will be planning to migrate your autonomous teams into 
broader responsibilities, the first step is to form and develop cohesive teams 
where all individuals are included and where there is strong collaboration in 
 performing work within the team. As you give teams a formal role in improv-
ing the business, you need to establish a formal expectation for the conduct of 
teams, including the social behavior within a team. Five attributes of personal 
and team interaction are critical. Sometimes you will develop these five attributes 
as standards to apply broadly to all people in the enterprise. You will also allow 
teams to establish additional standards (such as holding very polite meetings) 
that will be applicable only locally within a particular team. In some situations, 
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there may be a general standard that applies to the entire enterprise and a similar, 
more rigorous standard that a team chooses to adopt for its own behavior.

The five social considerations of work in small teams are:

 1. How do individuals conduct themselves in interpersonal relations with 
coworkers?

 2. How do people form and sustain teams, and how do individuals behave as 
members of a team?

 3. How do people collaborate and conduct work that is not closely supervised?
 4. How do people communicate about differences in behavior or expectations?
 5. How do people work together to create and implement improvement?

As you establish your teams, management will need to consider and address 
each of these in a broad sense for the enterprise and team leaders will need to 
consider each in a local sense for the several teams. Some of these questions are 
fundamentally answered in the rituals and practices of quality stations. I describe 
these considerations as social standards or social expectations, but it should be 
clear that I am addressing the interpersonal and team relations that arise as your 
culture is applied to the people who are doing the work of the business. Each 
of these considerations is a business issue as well as a social issue. Management 
can define how people work together without entering the truly personal areas 
of social conduct.

As often as possible, management should address each of these considerations 
by creating rituals of practice or rules of conduct that will be shared equally by 
all people, broadly across the organization. This will include the basic rituals of 
quality station practice (described in Chapter 4), as well as other rituals that you 
find are most appropriate for your situation. Local rituals specific to individual 
teams will later be derived from, and consistent with, the general practices. You 
should use the quality station as a core around which you can build a new society 
of collaboration within each team. Rituals are very powerful ways to prescribe 
appropriate behavior that also reinforces membership in the culture. “We do it 
this way” is an important statement for a group to share.

Including the rituals of the quality stations, management must formally 
establish social standards that apply to all people in the five areas listed above. 
This formality ensures uniformity of conduct and expectations throughout the 
business, and it avoids the potential that someone will view the standards of 
conduct as optional. Interpersonal relations that make the small teams inclusive 
and effective are far too important to be optional. However, you do not need 
a general standard for every possible variation of every consideration described 
above, and certainly you do not need a comprehensive standard for every possi-
ble permutation of behavior around those issues. Many of the detailed standards 
derived from the general standards will be handled in the small teams on an “as 
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needed” basis. You also do not need to do all of this at once. But, following the 
schedule described in Section V, you should have many of these social standards 
in place by the start of the third six-month phase of implementation, so that as 
your small teams develop, they can establish their local practices to be consistent 
with the general practices.

As soon as you have teams beginning to form, you need to promptly begin 
visibly treating the social part of work (interpersonal and team relations) as 
important and begin adopting formal standards that support your aspirations 
for a collaborative and inclusive workplace. In the early days, the simple fact that 
you have begun to create social expectations for your workplace will go a long 
way toward establishing the company as a place with its own situational culture. 
As you do that, do not hesitate to experience the beneficial impact of social 
 support for your efforts. Your people know that successful teams have standards. 
If they accept the standards that you set, they will help management maintain 
the standards within their teams.

Key Idea: I have said that management needs to establish the standards, 
but in practice, I should have said that management ought to review 
and approve the standards. Many senior managers have never personally 
worked on the shop floor, and those who have will often be fooled by 
their own outdated experience. The first time that I formally began to 
adopt social standards to describe our expectations for people working 
together in small teams, I had several well-respected first-line supervisors 
do the work, and the management team reviewed and approved it. Later 
I used the cultural design team named “Diversity Pioneers” (described in 
Chapter 9).

When people accept your standards and behave according to the expecta-
tions of the team standards, they will receive social support that will reinforce 
that behavior. Using well-respected supervisors or your cultural design team to 
help you in this effort will earn you a lot of early acceptance and support among 
the general population.

Communicating about Differences within a Team

When you begin to work in collaborative small teams to advance the corporate 
goals, it is clear that you need to find a way to enable each person to make 
his or her own best contribution. Individual contributions may be lost in the 
details as a senior manager considers the entirety of the organization, but 
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 individual contributions are very apparent and important in the environment of 
small teams. Teams need to accept all contributions that are appropriate to the 
business, and when team actions are unsupervised, these contributions can come 
in a wide variety. Fortunately, collaborative small teams are really quite good at 
accommodating differences. As individuals, we literally make value judgments 
to accept and respect the varied contributions of other individuals every day 
away from the job. The new part of accepting variations among people at work is 
a fairly simple extension of that personal experience for everyone except manage-
ment. It is often managers and not others who most expect that everyone will 
behave in a consistent and predictable way.

For small teams, contributions in any variety that are clearly additive to, 
and compatible with, the values, beliefs, and rituals of the organization and 
are also inoffensive to colleagues and society should receive both management 
and peer support. Generally that is exactly what happens. The most common 
 difficulty is that some individual behavior may indeed appear to be offensive. At 
the least, because autonomous action implies that people are no longer simply 
following uniform instructions, some individual behavior may be confusing to 
other people at work. When people take actions that team members do not 
immediately recognize or understand, it is not always clear that a person is 
 collegial and working in support of the team goals. Very often the behavior in 
question turns out to be just fine; it is only perceived as inappropriate. All that is 
required is to resolve the misunderstanding.

Key Idea: The interpersonal relations on your new small teams are very 
intimate, and at that degree of social intensity, relations are both more 
fragile and more important than people are accustomed to experience 
at work. You will want to provide your teams with a new paradigm for 
people to communicate about social matters, especially about differences 
in behavior. Bringing new teams and diverse team members together 
requires that people resolve issues of interpersonal behavior that appear to 
be either offensive or inexplicable to other members of the team.

As discussed in Chapter 7, people behave differently due to differences in 
personal culture, and personal behavior is interpreted by the cultural standards 
of each observer. Behavior that may objectively be entirely appropriate may still 
require some discussion before team members accept it. By a very wide margin, 
the most common source of interpersonal problems among good, honest, 
 hardworking people is when behavior that one person considers to be normal is 
misinterpreted by another person as either inappropriate or offensive. When such 
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a misunderstanding occurs, the difference in understanding or perception will 
hold those individuals and their team apart until there is a resolution.

For example, recall the Asian woman who was too polite to speak when others 
were speaking. This personal behavior was disruptive to her team’s performance 
because her team believed from her behavior that she was uninterested in their 
work. Her team members came to believe that she was uninterested because, 
for most of the team members who observed her behavior, that is the principle 
reason for which they would not speak during a team meeting. They interpreted 
her behavior through their own cultural beliefs, and as a result, they assigned to 
her a bad motive.

Example: When my daughter was in college, she worked one sum-
mer as the hostess at a local Mexican restaurant. One evening, my 
wife and I went to her restaurant for dinner. During a break in the 
action at the hostess stand, our daughter came to our table to talk 
with us. My wife and I had both ordered chicken fajitas, and without 
any of us in the family thinking about it, our daughter ate a piece of 
chicken from my plate and shortly thereafter, she ate another piece 
of chicken from my wife’s plate.

Almost immediately, the woman at the next table said in an 
embarrassingly loud voice: “Miss, there is something wrong with 
our chicken, too.”

That woman had observed behavior that she did not understand, 
filtered it through her own values and beliefs, and had come to the 
conclusion that the explanation for the odd behavior that she had 
observed was that we had bad chicken. She, of course, did not realize 
that the hostess was our daughter, which was the only reason she was 
eating off our plates. The woman’s first assumption, that we had bad 
chicken, quickly led her to the related belief that she probably had 
bad chicken as well. My daughter’s natural but unexplained behavior 
led to a customer response that turned out to be very disruptive to 
the whole group of diners and to the restaurant management.

As you create a culture of rapid improvement through autonomous action, 
you need to focus on two new social aspects of communicating about behavior 
that did not exist in the supervision model of management. First, you need 
managers and other leaders to talk openly about interpersonal behavior as 
an expectation of the workplace, especially work-related behavior that is the 
 product of your values, beliefs, and rituals. You want to formally communicate 
that it is appropriate for individuals to behave creatively and naturally so long 
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as that behavior is in support of your business goals and inoffensive. Part of this 
communication from management will include the behavioral expectations and 
standards that are set by management for personal interactions in general, as 
well as the local expectations established within the several teams.

Second, because you will be achieving most of your improvement through 
small-team actions, you also need to establish a mechanism for all people 
within the small teams to have intelligent and inoffensive conversations that 
resolve interpersonal differences in personal behavior that might otherwise hold 
individuals or teams apart. Management needs to provide the structure for 
those discussions and positive examples of that practice. Use of the three-part 
model of culture as the product of values, beliefs, and behavior facilitates 
this conversation. Management should discuss the model of culture widely 
to help others to understand what they are teaching and doing. Managers as 
 individuals should use the model as the basis for cultural communication to 
resolve interpersonal differences.

Encourage people to adopt the social practice of talking about the shared 
goals of your business. You literally want to create a social situation where all the 
people comfortably and frequently discuss the business and workplace that they 
share. This conversation tells you that the objective elements of your business 
culture are carried in their minds in a way that can effectively guide their routine 
thinking and actions.

Next, create an environment where people can easily have intelligent and 
inoffensive conversation about interpersonal differences. The purpose of this 
communication is to enable people to resolve interpersonal differences before 
they damage teams or diminish individual performance. Simple conversa-
tions of this sort should occur naturally among people without direction or 
intervention from others. Conversations of intermediate difficulty might be 
assisted by a team leader, who should have the benefit of some basic training 
in resolution of interpersonal issues. Still more complex conversations should 
be facilitated by a significantly capable professional. You will want to have 
all three levels of capability within your new culture. The following sections 
explore two quick examples of how a conversation might occur to resolve or 
avoid interpersonal differences.

Different Expressions of the Same Family Values
Example: My wife and I value our family, and that value led us 
to believe that it would be good to stay in one place. Accordingly, 
I managed my career so that I gained international experience 
through travel, but I avoided relocation. Other executives valued 
their families, but for them, that value led to the belief that their 
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children would benefit from living abroad. They actively sought 
opportunities for international relocation. As mentioned before, it is 
possible for people with the same values to form different beliefs and 
practice different behaviors.

In a very global company, some of my colleagues believed that 
I had received a career advantage by staying near headquarters. In 
return, I believed that they had received an advantage from their 
experience abroad. In any event, if we had started and finished our 
discussion of international relocation with our different behaviors, 
there would be very little common ground. We each could have con-
cluded that the other did not value his or her family in the same way 
that we do.

However, when we start the discussion with agreement that we 
share the same family values, there is a real opportunity for very 
interesting review of our different experiences. Perhaps we would 
resolve the apparent differences by concluding that both families 
had acted correctly, given the personalities of the children involved. 
What is also important is that even if we never resolve the difference, 
we will not misinterpret each other’s behavior in a way that would 
damage our relationship and our ability to work closely together. 
People who share the same value but respond differently can have 
an interesting conversation but are unlikely to assign one another a 
bad motive. That is a common result of business conversations about 
personal behavior.

Most conversations that lead to improved understanding of behavior are not 
difficult or emotional, and they are not lengthy. They simply need to occur. The 
primary reason that so few explanatory conversations about behavior do occur is 
that people lack a basis to conduct such conversations in a way that they can be 
confident will be intelligent and inoffensive. Because everyone recognizes that 
personal culture is a sensitive topic, without a framework for conducting these 
conversations intelligently and inoffensively, the conversation often does not 
take place. In fact, in many businesses, the existing culture actively discourages 
people from having conversations about prohibited topics such as personal values 
and beliefs. The promulgation and ritual use of our simple model of culture as 
the framework for such conversations is an easy enabler for people.

Using the model of culture as a combination of values, beliefs, and behavior 
provides structure for conversation that can be intelligent, inoffensive, and very 
useful. Similar to some of the other structures provided in this book, there is 
nothing so new here that some people do not already do this naturally without 
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the discipline provided by a formal structure. The value of adopting a structure 
is that, along with encouragement, support, and examples from management, it 
will enable most people to do something that otherwise only a few will do.

Different Interpretations and Assumptions of a Simple Task: 
Getting the Mail

Example: Normally my mail carrier delivers our mail about 10:30 each 
morning. Since I retired, I have gotten in the habit of reading the 
mail as I eat lunch. One day about 11:30, I went to the mailbox to 
check the mail and found that it was not there. A new neighbor was 
gardening and asked if I was expecting something important. I said 
that I was not.

About noon, I checked the mail again, and it was still not there. 
The neighbor was still gardening and watched me without com-
ment as I did this. About 12:15, I saw the mail truck through the 
window so I went to get the mail. As I leafed through the mail 
while returning to my house, my neighbor asked if I had gotten 
what I was waiting for.

I realized then that although I had specifically told him that 
I was not looking for important mail, he believed from my behavior 
in visiting the mailbox three times in 45 minutes that I must be 
looking for something. In fact, I concluded that since I had earlier 
denied that I was looking for something special, my new neighbor 
probably believed that I was not only looking for important mail, 
but that I had misrepresented that to him.

So I stopped to reassure him. I was not looking for special mail. 
I was just hungry, and I was waiting for the mail to read before I 
had my lunch. This was probably an unimportant event, but this 
was a new relationship with a new neighbor, and an extra minute 
of conversation made sure that the unimportant event stayed that 
way—and that my neighbor did not believe I was misleading or 
lying to him about what was truly a simple task.

As you and your people gain greater facility with the relationship between 
behavior and beliefs, many small conversations will result in the resolution of 
many interpersonal differences before they mature into workplace obstacles.

All three of the examples mentioned in this chapter (chicken, relocation, 
and mail) were personal to me. Cultural conversations to resolve differences in 
behavior that are inexplicable or offensive to someone are always personal. And 
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each of these examples was easily resolved (maybe less easily with the chicken 
episode). It is normally easy to resolve or avoid interpersonal problems if your 
people have a method and an example for conducting these conversations in a 
way that is intelligent and inoffensive. Even the more significant example of the 
quiet Asian engineer was resolved quickly once the team began to discuss it.

Key Idea: As it turned out, the Asian woman had previously considered 
how to resolve the issue, but she waited to be asked before offering her 
 simple solution. It is also important that after the team had formally 
acknowledged that she was a trusted and valued member by accommo-
dating her communications style, her contributions became easier and 
more natural. In just a short time, although the team remained very 
polite, it was often difficult for an outsider to observe that they were 
 acting differently from most other teams. Also, it is important to know 
that once she had reached a successful resolution with her first team, she 
was able to move to other teams and offer her proposal for polite team 
action without waiting to be asked. The interpersonal difference, once 
resolved, remained resolved.

How to Handle Aberrant Behavior

There are, however, behaviors that really are inappropriate and cannot be 
resolved by discussion. In those cases, management must establish formal 
standards for appropriate behavior, and management needs to enforce those 
standards. Social support and peer pressure are fine for modest adjustments to 
individual behavior, but behavior that intentionally disrupts the team or greatly 
offends the team members cannot be corrected by the team. Unfortunately 
in industry, the extreme social measures (such as shunning or exclusion from 
society) that might be employed to correct offensive behavior in social situa-
tions must be reserved exclusively to management. If management has the sole 
responsibility, then management must take action. The teams are counting on 
you to do your part.

Social Consideration 3: Inclusion and Contribution
In most industrial cultures today, management recognizes the value of people 
as a general concept, but it very rarely recognizes the value of individuals. 
In an inclusive culture of rapid improvement, individuals and the different 
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 contributions that individuals can make become important. Therefore, including 
and valuing individuals is essential to establishing a culture of rapid improve-
ment. In this instance, your business needs to change both formal and social 
practices to ensure that all individuals are included and valued. No other element 
of the social design will unite your people if it is apparent that management 
allows some individuals within the group to be diminished or excluded from the 
 society at work.

Including and valuing all of the individuals who work with you is, by far, 
the most difficult and comprehensive social change that you will undertake. 
The problem is that the existing concept of valuing “people” contemplates aver-
age behavior that is well within the expectations of management. “Individuals,” 
on the other hand, often display a much wider range of behavior, especially in 
Western industry.

Example: While I was representing the United States at the Japan 
Business Study Program, I was speaking with a very senior executive 
at a well-known Japanese company about comparative advantages 
between the United States and Japan. He surprised me by observing 
that the single biggest advantage he enjoyed was that all his people 
were Japanese.

Further conversation revealed that he believed all his people knew 
how to work together; they naturally, routinely, and properly understood 
and responded to the subtle signals received from the behavior of 
teammates and management. The very homogeneous Japanese society 
naturally produced very homogeneous work teams of individuals who 
understood the social and corporate needs of collaboration.

In a very homogeneous social culture such as Japan, there is no difficulty 
translating a corporate value for people into a corporate value for individuals. 
There is not much difference between the average behavior of people as a whole 
and the natural behavior of individuals. There is a large body of social support 
that will assist management in sustaining normal behavior in the workplace.

Example: When I first heard the Japanese industrial slogan “The nail 
that sticks up is quickly pounded down,” I thought it was a statement 
about quality. I later learned that it is a comment on social behavior 
at work. Industrial behavior in Japan has strong social norms. And 
those norms are effectively regulated by peers, not management.
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Most of us in North America and Western Europe do not experience such a 
homogeneous social or work environment. In fact, in comparison, the diversity 
of our society is enormous and appears to be growing daily. If you want to expe-
rience the benefit of a shared social culture at work within a very diverse society, 
then you have to create such a culture on purpose. More specifically, you need 
to create the social elements of a culture that matches your people. Where the 
Japanese industrial culture values homogeneous behavior and team consensus, 
we need a work culture that includes all the different people in our society and 
recognizes the importance and unique value of the different contributions that 
different people can make.

Key Idea: Let me say again that you need to establish a culture that 
uniquely fits your business and your people. The early adopters of lean 
manufacturing and other Japanese practices attempted to use the tech-
nologies as well as the rituals exactly as they had been developed in Japan. 
As a result, those early adopters often failed. In contrast, we began to have 
great success when we learned to separate the technology from the rituals, 
so that we could use the new tools in a way that suited our own people.

A starting place for including individuals into the corporate culture is for man-
agement to demonstrate objectively observable behavior that is consistent with 
valuing individuals. I am not suggesting that you value or even tolerate aberrant 
behavior. But good, honest behavior that advances the goals of your business and 
is inoffensive to coworkers should be acceptable in a wider variety than is common 
in industry today. Valuing individuals is the most complex and difficult of the 
three social elements of your new culture. Because there is a lot of content in both 
the theory and practice of including individuals, the full discussion of this consid-
eration of social design is provided in Chapter 9, which is devoted to that topic.

Summary of Chapter 8
Each company needs to design the social elements of its own culture 
in a way that is specifically appropriate to its own business and its 
own people.
There are three major elements to designing the social elements of 
your new culture:

 1. Change the way your teams get the work done.

�

�
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 2. Change the way small teams form and communicate.
 3. Change the way that the business values and includes 

individuals.
To change the way your teams get work done:

Start first with team-based improvement and migrate to 
routine work.
Distinguish between routine work and nonroutine work.
Ensure that mature autonomous teams conduct most rou-
tine work where the standards are well known in the same 
way that they conduct other team-based activities.
Keep in mind that when teams are conducting routine work, 
the team leaders can focus on nonroutine work. This is an 
example of the synergy between autonomous teams and 
management. The existence of autonomous teams will make 
both routine and nonroutine work better than it has been.
Recognize when teams are sufficiently mature to move 
beyond improvement projects—specifically, when

The teams function well as a team.
The teams provide social support for team leaders.
Team members are constantly “aware” of improvement 
opportunities and projects.

To change the way that small teams form and communicate:
Establish standard expectations for interpersonal behavior 
consistent with the values and beliefs of your organization 
and people for the following social considerations:

How do individuals conduct themselves in interpersonal 
relations with coworkers?
How do people form and sustain teams, and how do 
individuals behave as members of a team?
How do people collaborate and conduct work that is not 
closely supervised?
How do people communicate about differences in 
behavior or expectations?
How do people work together to create and implement 
improvement?

Establish expectations and practices for interpersonal com-
munications to resolve differences.
Accept management responsibility to address aberrant behavior.
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To make small teams work better:
Get people talking about the business that they share.
Teach people to talk about interpersonal problems in a new 
way before the issues damage teams.
Use the framework of the cultural model as the basis for 
these conversations.
Expect that most of these conversations will occur with no 
management intervention.
Provide team leaders with some basic skills to intervene in 
discussions of intermediate difficulty if needed.
Provide a skilled person who can intervene in more serious 
discussions as required.

To develop a culture of inclusion:
Keep in mind that in North America and Western Europe, 
society demands or dictates that the workplace will be com-
prised of people with many different personal cultures.
Recognize that our workplace culture must naturally include 
all these personal cultures or your teams will not function as 
you need them to.
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Chapter 9

Valuing Individuals

Key Idea: The official policies and practices of most existing corporate 
 cultures intentionally ignore individual differences. The expectation appar-
ently is that people of different cultures will either adapt to the culture of 
the business or become culturally invisible in the workplace. The people 
who are diminished or excluded by these practices can never become full 
contributors to a culture of rapid improvement.

Of the three elements of social design described in Chapter 8, one requires a 
much more detailed description. Therefore this chapter describes the theory and 
practice of valuing individuals at work and especially the challenging practice of 
learning to value distinctive individual behavior.

five Elements of Valuing Individuals
There are five elements to creating a corporate culture that obviously values 
individuals—each is described briefly here and in more detail in the rest of 
this chapter:

 1. Awareness. People are inherently different. When management attempts 
to eliminate or suppress differences, or when people attempt to hide their 
differences, individuals who are different become less engaged, less energetic, 
and less creative. Management and others in your new culture need to be 
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actively aware of the differences among individuals and be prepared to 
discuss and accommodate those differences in ways that are intelligent and 
inoffensive while sustaining the work of the enterprise. Simply creating a 
general awareness of the issue of individual cultural differences and provid-
ing your organization with the model of cultures presented in Chapter 1 as 
a tool to discuss differences is an enormous benefit.

 2. Support. Cultural change is an emotional event for many people, and 
some people will need specific emotional support during the transition. 
 Management needs to provide early and specific support for individuals 
and for affinity groups of individuals with shared interests as they work 
to align their personal cultures with the evolving new culture of the 
 workplace. This emotional support will enable people to join with you 
in the improvement effort prior to completing the entirety of the social 
change throughout the business, which is necessarily a slow process.

 3. Policies and Practices. Talking about social and cultural change is fine, 
but everyone in your business understands that the cultural change is not 
sustainable until management changes the way it conducts the business to 
formalize and validate cultural change within the business model. As an 
absolute minimum, management needs to formulate and disseminate an 
official policy that prohibits harassment of any individual based on any 
of his or her personal attributes. Management needs to review the other 
 policies and practices of the business to make formal, objective changes in 
the way the business values and includes individuals.

 4. Enforcement. Cultural change that produces an enterprise-wide team of 
equally engaged and productive people also redistributes some of the joy 
and reward of work. Someone is certain to feel that this redistribution has 
resulted in the loss of a benefit to them that they previously considered as 
an entitlement. Such a person is likely to challenge or disrupt the changes. 
Therefore management needs to have a structure for enforcing appropri-
ate behavior when the new policies and practices are challenged, in the 
same way that management would enforce compliance with other corpo-
rate policies and practices. Strictly enforcing the policy against personal 
harassment is the minimum step that is essential to demonstrating a new 
corporate value for individuals.

 5. Celebration. Finally, management needs to provide a forum for openly 
 celebrating cultural success. We celebrate success at reaching other business 
goals, and we ought to celebrate this as well. Celebration is more than an 
event. Celebration is an opportunity for you and your team to take a formal 
look backward to see how far you have come and an acknowledgement that 
you are successfully doing a good thing together.
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The following sections describe how to develop each of these five elements, with 
examples from my own experience.

Element 1: develop Corporate awareness That 
Individuals are different and Valuable
The first step in creating a social culture that values individuals is as easy as devel-
oping a visible corporate awareness that individuals are different and that each is 
valuable. I have already discussed in some detail the loss of engagement, energy, 
and creativity that often results from hiding or ignoring differences. With that 
in mind, you have a business need to recapture that lost human capability for 
your improvement efforts. To create a corporate culture of rapid improvement, 
you need a social culture of inclusion. You need a culture where management 
and others acknowledge the value of individuals and the different contributions 
that can arise from those individual differences.

Example: In Chapter 8 I described my conversation with the 
 Japanese executive who believed that his greatest asset was that all 
his people were Japanese. In a society that places great value on con-
sensus, that may be true: a team of very homogeneous individuals 
will coalesce quickly, and the consensus actions of that team will be 
quite effective.

However, as mentioned in Chapter 8, North American and 
Western European businesses have teams that are necessarily com-
prised of different individuals. By respecting those differences, we 
can realize a uniquely valuable benefit. At different times and in 
different situations, any individual might step forward to make a 
valuable personal contribution that is enabled primarily because that 
individual is different is some way from others.

You want a culture that enables all people to acknowledge the existence of 
personal differences and discuss them intelligently and inoffensively. Awareness 
is the opposite of the corporate and military tradition of “Don’t ask, don’t tell.” 
When behavior in the workplace is unexpected and unexplained (similar to my 
family’s chicken fajitas incident described in Chapter 8), you and your people 
need to feel comfortable in asking about that behavior, and you need to have the 
capability for an intelligent and inoffensive discussion that makes the behavior 
understandable, in a way that keeps your teams together.
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Key Idea: This is not a social services program. I am not asking that you 
find the value in people who are not capable of working successfully in 
your business. Instead, I am suggesting that many of the people you have 
already selected to be part of your business have value far beyond that 
which you are allowing them to bring to work today.

Keep in mind the restaurant customer who believed that she had bad chicken 
and the new neighbor who may have thought I had misled him about the mail, 
both examples of unexplained behavior that I offered in Chapter 8. The point 
of these examples was that unexpected and unexplained behavior is naturally 
suspicious. If you are not able to talk about it in an intelligent and inoffensive 
way, then you are likely to conclude that the unexplained behavior is in fact bad 
behavior. That prejudice against unexpected and unexplained behavior works in 
several directions in the workplace:

First, the behavior of management often offends people because it appears 
to be unresponsive to people who are different. Management is seen to 
reward only behavior that conforms to the expectations of management’s 
personal culture. Possibly management ignores or even punishes behavior 
that does not conform.
Second, teams and individuals often suppress or alter their natural 
 behavior within a work culture that does not recognize differences, and 
thus some people do not contribute creativity and energy to support a 
manager or a business that inflexibly demands uniform behavior.
Third, individual behavior that is unexpected or unexplained can cause 
interpersonal distrust or disagreement that will keep teams from forming 
or from operating effectively.

There are two management challenges in considering the issue of awareness:

 1. Management must demonstrate that it is aware of individuals and that 
management is commencing to act in a way that values individuality.

 2. Management needs to provide to team leaders and other people (who 
would not normally want to engage in a discussion of behavior) a way in 
which they can comfortably engage in such discussion.

Similar to the practice of improvement using the framework of quality 
stations (described in Chapter 4), providing a framework for the discussion of 
behavior is often the catalyst that makes that conversation possible for many 
people. The framework that I like is the values, beliefs, and behavior model of 
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culture. The use of that model for cultural conversation is described in Chapter 8. 
With a framework such as this to support the conversation, it becomes possible 
for people to ask about behavior that they do not understand. Instead of quietly 
assuming that there is a problem, people who can comfortably ask about 
unexpected behavior often will do so. This is especially true if they understand 
that their inquiry has an obvious business purpose and is accepted as a social 
ritual of the business by management and by others. Discussion of behavior is 
the vehicle for keeping the teams together. In most circumstances, the discus-
sions are easy, even superficial.

Example: At the mailbox (the example I described in Chapter 8), 
I could have said something to my neighbor such as, “I know it 
appears that I am looking for something special in the mail, but I am 
not. I generally read the mail during lunch. Today the mail is late, 
and I am hungry. I have been waiting for the mail because I want 
lunch, not because I am expecting anything of interest.”

Similarly, in the restaurant example described in Chapter 8, 
instead of assuming that the chicken was bad and commenting dis-
ruptively on her assumption, the customer at the next table could 
have said to my daughter, “It is unusual to see a restaurant employee 
eating from customers’ plates. Could I ask why you are doing that?”

Whether self-initiated or in response to an inoffensive question, the poten-
tially disruptive event of misunderstanding someone’s behavior can be avoided 
quite quickly. Unimportant events will remain unimportant. Encouragement 
from management and peers, a recognized business purpose, and a structure for 
the communication are the basis for the new conversations of cultural awareness 
and understanding among individuals.

In some situations, the interpersonal cultural issues are more complex or 
more emotional. In those cases, a more detailed discussion is required that 
uses more of the complete three-part structure of communicating about the 
cultural elements.

Example: A teammate of the Asian woman engineer (first men-
tioned at the end of Chapter 6) might have asked her: “Engineering 
is a really valuable resource for our work, but you do not often 
 participate in the discussion. Could I ask why not?”

Following the cultural model, her answer could be: “I am an 
Asian woman, and I have been taught to value politeness. I believe 
that carefully considering what I say before I say it is a way to 
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ensure that I never offend anyone. But the discussions of this group 
 proceed so fast that while I am considering what I might say about 
one topic, the discussion moves on to another, and I never get a 
chance to contribute. I would like to participate more, but I need 
you to help me.”

It is important to recognize that the examples of the Asian engineer and 
my conversation at the mailbox are both a fair summary of the very simple 
conversations that actually took place. The Asian engineer already knew what 
the problem was and had formulated a way to resolve it. But consistent with her 
beliefs, she was not able to initiate that conversation until someone asked her 
about the issue.

Key Idea: The most difficult part of most of these conversations to resolve 
potentially disruptive interpersonal misunderstanding is ensuring that 
they happen. Many small concerns such as these can clear themselves up 
promptly with a little private conversation.

For more serious or deeply emotional issues or for interpersonal discussions 
that stop being intelligent and inoffensive, there is a role for the team leader 
or even for a person who has special training or ability to lead the discussions. 
Often the team leaders will be the first to try resolving the interpersonal issues 
of the team. If they can achieve a resolution without outside assistance, that 
outcome is a great affirmation of the team’s relationship with the team leader. 
However, if the interpersonal problems continue or worsen, then this is a classic 
situation where the leader of a nonfunctional team needs external help, and it is 
an obligation of management to provide it.

Recognize That Many Personal Qualities Are a 
Mixed Blessing

I like to use anecdotes from my own experience to discuss the ways that 
 different individuals can bring different value to the business. Often I intro-
duce these stories with a comment on the 1993 movie Shadowlands, because 
there is a great discussion of human values in that movie, which is the true story 
of professor and author C. S. Lewis. He led a comfortable but solitary life until 
he met and married poet Joy Gresham. After a brief period together, which 
completely changed his life, she was diagnosed with terminal cancer. Lewis 
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was inconsolable with grief over the coming loss. At that point in the movie, 
Gresham tells Lewis that the pain of losing a loved one is just the other half of 
the joy of being together.

I have found that many people have some personal characteristics that 
benefit from a similar understanding. For most people in business, and certainly 
for many people who have a personal culture that is different from the current 
 culture of your organization, there is some part of their behavior that is perfect; 
that is why you hired them. That aspect of each individual brings real joy to 
management and true value to the business. At the same time (or on the other 
side of the coin), there is another part of their personal behavior that you may 
want to be different. But often I find that the two halves are evenly matched 
and one characteristic exists because of the other. Consider the following 
two examples.

Example 1: I was on a sales trip with a colleague when he got a 
phone call from his wife informing him that one of his sons had 
broken an arm at school. I told him to go home. I could finish the 
trip alone. He replied that his wife had the situation under control 
and there was nothing more that he could do. Besides, he added, he 
had seven sons, and if he went home every time one of them had an 
injury, he might never finish a trip.

Example 2: At the other end of the spectrum is a woman who worked 
as our diversity coordinator. She had a wonderful intuitive capabil-
ity to understand how people think and feel about changes in the 
workplace, and she therefore provided me with an invaluable service 
throughout a period of intense change. However, when the editors 
from Industry Week magazine were coming to assess us for designa-
tion as one of “America’s Ten Best” plants, she was scheduled to make 
an important presentation, but she chose to stay at home that day 
with a sick relative. In her place, she arranged for a colleague to make 
the presentation.

Both of those people had personal cultures that provided real contributions 
in some situations, and they also had personal cultures that appeared as real 
weaknesses in other situations. If I needed someone to undertake a customer 
trip with some certainty that it would proceed as planned, I know who I would 
ask. But I would not ask that man to help me assess the emotions of the people 
in the plant. Or, if I need to know the emotional status of my organization in 



154  ◾  A Culture of Rapid Improvement

order to assess the health of the changes in progress, I again know who to ask, 
but I probably would not ask her to commit to a long round of critical sales calls. 
The Shadowlands observation is often true: the part of a person’s behavior that 
might be a weakness in one situation is often just the other half of the personal 
characteristics that makes them a strong performer in another situation.

It is the responsibility of management to recognize and demonstrate aware-
ness of differences among people, including both the strengths and weaknesses 
of each person. This demonstration will occur when management is present in 
person at the team level, at the quality station, and in discussions both private 
and public. At the corporate level, recognition of the value of individual differ-
ences will appear in the formal policies and practices that we adopt, the way that 
we lead change, and in the support that we give the teams of distinct individuals. 
This is not to imply in any way that people will just do what they are good at or 
what they enjoy. People have basic assignments, and those need to be done and 
done well.

In the second example above, although our diversity coordinator did not 
come to the office on the day of the presentation, she had prepared it and 
arranged a completely satisfactory substitute.

Key Idea: The disappointment that our diversity coordinator was not 
there to make the presentation herself was my personal response to her 
actions. That response was part of my culture, not an objective result of 
the business outcome. The business outcome was fine, and although she 
was not there, she had ensured that the business outcome would be fine. 
I just needed to learn how to live with that.

Element 2: Provide Emotional and Social Support 
during Cultural Changes
Cultural change begins with communication. As you begin to talk openly about 
the social and operating changes inherent in valuing and including individuals, 
people will become interested. When you begin to talk about changing the policies 
and practices of the business to ensure fair and equal engagement of all people, 
then people will become very interested, albeit in possibly different ways: people 
will be enthusiastic, worried, or watchful. A critical consideration for management 
is to understand that many people, especially people of difference, will be ready 



Valuing Individuals  ◾  155

for a cultural change long before you can put all the necessary changes in policy 
and practice uniformly in place throughout your organization.

As you begin to communicate about the changes that are occurring and 
those that will occur in the future, you raise expectations and you enhance 
 consciousness of the current situation, which may not be as wonderful for 
everyone as you think it is. This effect will be especially true among people 
who receive formal training to help you facilitate the changes or who otherwise 
 participate in the design and implementation of the changes. They are exposed 
to the coming changes in a very intense way. Therefore your business needs to 
provide emotional and social support during the cultural changes to enable your 
people to communicate more openly about the changes and their emotional 
response to those changes. The essence of the support is to provide people with 
a safe venue for focused conversation.

You want people to share ideas and experiences in a nonconfrontational 
environment. To facilitate this discussion, you will want to provide a discussion 
forum for sharpening the focus of their understanding on common issues. The 
principle reason for management to provide this support is that people have 
concerns about the cultural change, and the cultural change may highlight 
other personal issues that are either extremely important or deeply emotional. 
You want those issues to be discussed first among friends, rather than exposing 
those issues for the first time in an emotional or confrontational discussion with 
 management or teammates. In a support group that shares common interests, 
the emotions are part of the discussion rather than a barrier to communication. 
This allows people and management to benefit later from the more focused and 
less emotional communication that is obtained when people have rehearsed their 
ideas prior to sharing them with others.

Dealing with “Heritage” Issues

Beyond improved communication on practical matters, there are many issues 
of cultural change that are purely emotional. There is no objective content to 
the discussion of these issues; they represent only an emotional response to the 
changing situation that needs to be discussed before the air is clear. Many of 
these issues and events are heritage issues, often from many years ago. There 
really is nothing that current management can, or even should, do to address 
these heritage issues. Often, though, the issues still feel current to those who 
were involved, and it is not apparent until after they have been thoroughly dis-
cussed that the event at issue really occurred, for example, during the 1960s and 
not last week.
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Example: I would love to give you the details of how I came to 
this understanding. It is a great story. Unfortunately the individual 
involved would be too easily identified. What I can tell you is that at 
the time we were doing this work, he was a well-respected manager 
with a very successful career. Yet before he could be a full participant 
in leading cultural change, he needed to talk with someone about 
the fact that in his first job, his coworkers would not eat lunch with 
him. There was nothing tangible that he wanted or needed, but he 
did have an emotional need to share his experience with others who 
would understand.

Despite the impossibility of a current objective resolution, these heritage 
issues are an impediment to progress until they have been discussed and receive a 
subjective resolution or an emotional closure. Sharing the issues among similarly 
situated friends in an environment of optimism for the future is often all the 
resolution possible or needed.

Establish Affinity Groups

The most common way for management to provide this support is to enable 
people to meet in affinity groups. For example, there might be a group of women 
technicians, or a group of black professional men, or other groups who feel that 
they have something to discuss among themselves. It is best to allow people 
to pick their own groups. For example, I once attempted to start an affinity 
group for all women, only to be quickly told in no uncertain terms that the 
women technicians had very different issues from the professional women, who 
had issues that were also different from the clerical and administrative women, 
 wherever they worked.

The support that my managers and I provided for affinity groups was 
quite simple:

We offered a place for the group to meet.
We formally and broadly announced the meeting so that all interested 
people had the opportunity to attend.
We provided light refreshments.
We provided a facilitator for their meetings.

The meetings were always scheduled outside of work hours, although lunchtime 
was an acceptable time to meet, and if a lunchtime meeting was selected, then 
the refreshment we provided was a simple lunch. By providing a place on our 
site for the meetings and by providing refreshments, we put our money where 
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our mouth was. The meetings were understood by everyone to be officially 
 sanctioned by management, because we paid for them to occur.

Facilitate Meetings of Affinity Groups
We always provided a facilitator for each meeting of an affinity group because 
we wanted to be certain that no affinity group discussion ever degenerated into 
an “ain’t it awful?” complaint session. The meetings of the affinity groups had 
a business purpose to clarify understanding and proposals relative to current 
issues and cultural change. If necessary, a discussion to clear away the emotions 
of old issues was appropriate, but the facilitator always returned the group to the 
forward-looking objectives and retained the positive environment of optimism 
for the future. The charge that each affinity group was given was to help us make 
forward progress in defining ways for the new culture to become more inclusive 
and for the members of their group to become more engaged and more success-
ful contributors to the overall success of the business. There is no benefit from 
looking back in anger, and we worked diligently and carefully to avoid that.

The affinity groups became surprisingly popular and productive. Several—
including the group of black professional men and the professional women’s 
group—spontaneously began community initiatives in the local schools, provid-
ing role models, mentoring, and specific help in math and science to local children. 
In the community close to our plant, many children had not previously been in 
contact with successful black and women scientists and engineers. This voluntary 
effort that the groups created was a great value to the children of our commu-
nity—and a great value to the participating members of these affinity groups.

All of the affinity groups effectively filled their business role as described above:

They provided group members a safe forum to share emotional discussion.
They focused positive discussions for the future.
They provided management with a test market for new ideas.

In more than seven years of close work with many different affinity groups, 
I never experienced a single disappointment because a group lost its focus or 
became more negative than positive.

Unexpected Affinity Groups
We had some groups that sprang into existence that were surprising to us. One 
such group called itself the “Eagles”: this was the pronunciation they chose for 
the acronym of their group, which was the “Exxon Gay and Lesbian Employees” 
(EGLEs), although the group ultimately changed its name to ELAN, for “Exxon 
Lifestyle Awareness Network.” It turned out that we had colleagues who lived a 
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variety of alternative lifestyles. We became the first major part of a multinational 
corporation in America to meet with the group Parents, Friends, and Family 
of Lesbians and Gays (PFFLAG). Because our employees told us that it was 
needed—and this was several years before most other businesses recognized the 
existence of unique lifestyle issues at work—we were actively and productively 
involved in including our colleagues who shared those issues.

Establish a Group of “Diversity Pioneers”
Another way to provide people with emotional support during the cultural 
changes is to form a central entity that represents people in the details of the 
cultural design. The intent is for management to obtain the advice of people 
throughout your organization in a more formal way. This includes people of dif-
ferent personal cultures, as well as a fair cross section of the different businesses 
and occupations within the organization.

For example, I once had such a group of about 20 people who met with me 
for a half day or for a long lunch once a month; we called ourselves the “Diversity 
Pioneers.” We candidly discussed the cultural changes that were in progress, 
including the policy and practice changes to be reviewed in the next section of 
this chapter. We discussed how the different individuals and groups felt about 
the state of the business. We discussed changes that were in progress and the 
new issues that were arising. I heard directly from them, and they heard directly 
from me. They represented their constituents to me, and they represented man-
agement to their constituents. This arrangement worked well for at least seven 
years, with not a single disappointment to me.

As we developed experience discussing important human issues, the pioneers 
became very close and very trusting. In one meeting, a member shared a personal 
secret that turned out to be an excellent contribution to advance a discussion in 
progress, but which the member wished to retain as a personal secret. To the best 
of my knowledge, 5 years later, when I no longer had routine contact with that 
group, not one of the 20 people in the room had broken that confidence. That 
sort of mutual respect and trust enabled us to do many things of great value for 
our business and for our colleagues. In addition to serving as a further layer of 
emotional support for people experiencing change, the Diversity Pioneers also 
served as advisors to management in the details of the cultural design.

Element 3: Establish New Policies and Practices for 
Your New Culture
Communications, strategies, a framework for discussion, support groups, and 
central representation all help get you moving in the right direction. But the 
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people of your company all understand that real change that is sustainable 
occurs in business when something of substance changes in the way you con-
duct your business. As you lead cultural change, you will need to be prepared 
to make a substantive change in the way you conduct the formal business of 
managing people.

For example, to my certain knowledge, Exxon has always had a great inter-
nal and external reputation as a place where very real diligence and discipline 
went into selecting the best qualified person for each promotion. As managers, 
my staff and I were very proud of how diligently and well we worked that task. 
Unfortunately everyone but the managers understood that there was really a 
separate issue, which was: “How does a person become the best qualified?”

Among the qualifications considered for promotions were special assign-
ments, training classes and training assignments, multiple-post qualification, 
filling in for an absent supervisor, making presentations to management, 
and many other things. What everyone but management recognized is that, 
although we were genuinely careful to consider all these things (and more) in 
order to select the truly best qualified candidate, we exercised almost no senior 
management control over how an individual became most qualified. Individual 
supervisors generally had personal discretion to decide whether a person on their 
team received any or all of these preparations for promotion.

As we began to consider the need for revisions to our policies and practices in 
support of our desired cultural changes, the issues related to promotional prep-
aration were communicated to me through the Diversity Pioneers mentioned 
in the previous section. In response, we changed the formal policies governing 
personnel development. Most of the qualifying assignments and related training 
that led to promotion were soon covered by formal criteria, including man-
agement and peer review, to ensure that everyone who wanted to qualify for 
promotion had a fair chance to become qualified.

Key Idea: This was a real and visible change in the way that we conducted 
the human side of the business, and it was a very important step in con-
vincing the larger population that we were serious about establishing a 
new culture of inclusion. I was very fortunate to find this opportunity. 
Although the change was very significant, it was almost completely 
 noncontroversial. It provided a great boost to the credibility of our efforts 
with very little impact on the emotional health of the organization.

This particular change of policy happened to be fully within my personal 
authority. As time went on, there were other changes to policies and practices 
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that were identified and implemented because we believed locally that they were 
needed and because locally we were authorized to make those changes. There 
were also some proposed changes that were far enough beyond my personal 
authority that I could not authorize them. That was probably the proper out-
come. Those changes, had they occurred at my site, would have created an inter-
nal inconsistency with the rest of the corporation far beyond my personal ability 
to predict or manage the outcome. Just like the laboratory manager that I have 
mentioned several times in this book (beginning in the Section I introduction), 
a manager with less than complete responsibility for the enterprise always needs 
to consider the impact of his or her actions on the larger organization.

That limit on my authority meant, however, that there were times when all 
or most of my advisors, including the Diversity Pioneers, agreed that a proposed 
change in the policies or practices of administering people would be good for us, 
but I had to tell them that those changes could not be implemented. Although 
I usually believed that the proposed changes would be good for us, I could not 
allow us to do things that would be good for us but bad for others. Unless you 
are the CEO of an independent corporation, this dilemma will happen to you, 
too. As you engage others to help you in cultural design, be prepared for people 
to identify to you the policies and practices that they believe need to change. 
In many cases, as you begin the effort, the people who you enlist to help will 
already know of several situations that have bothered them for years. Use your 
own business judgment and the good advice of your culture design team to sort 
through the recommendations to find those of real value. Remember that the 
design team represents their constituents to you, and they should also represent 
the design team (including you as the design team leader) to their constituents. 
There will certainly be recommendations that you cannot or will not adopt, and 
the design team should help you communicate those decisions within the posi-
tive context of changes that do happen.

Finally, do not try to change everything that needs to be changed at one 
time. The social elements of culture change are much more of an evolution than 
other aspects of industrial improvement. Always change at a pace that most of 
your team can support and nearly all of your team can tolerate. The details of 
assessing and responding to the emotional health of your organization as it expe-
riences change are discussed in Chapter 10.

Element 4: Enforcement of Your New Culture’s 
Policies and Practices
Unfortunately for everyone involved, this topic is exactly what it sounds like. As 
you change your culture, and especially as you change your formal policies and 
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practices, there will certainly be someone who wants to test the system to be sure 
you are serious. The principle reason to expect this challenge is that there will 
be people who perceive that they are losing an advantage or an entitlement that 
they have historically enjoyed. Before they give that up, someone will want to test 
your resolve. Other people may just challenge change as part of the act to pre-
serve their role as the class clown of the workplace (as discussed in Chapter 7).

The management issue is that you need to be well positioned before this 
challenge happens. Prior to the first challenge, you need to communicate clearly 
that the new policies and practices of inclusion are formal expectations for 
the conduct of the business. Respect for the new culture is an expectation of 
employment. In other words, you need to communicate in advance of an occur-
rence that a serious violation of the new policies and practices will be treated 
with exactly the same dignity as a serious violation of all other work rules for 
your company. Hopefully this communication alone will head off most of the 
 challenges, or at least make the challenger cautious enough that, when it comes, 
the challenge will result in counseling rather than punishment. Almost certainly, 
though, someday there will be a significant challenge. When that challenge 
comes, everyone who wonders if you are serious about making cultural changes 
will be watching closely to see what you do.

The first task of management is to make clear communications of formal 
policies and practices so that there is no uncertainty as to what is expected of 
people. After that, if a challenge occurs, you need to have a plan in place for 
responsive actions that convince your people that you have acted in a manner 
that they respect. This is usually simple: treat the new policies and practices 
exactly as you currently treat existing policies. Then, of course, you actually need 
to respond to the violation.

The policies and practices for the social elements of your new culture are 
needed to engage all your people in the business. They are a significant part 
of meeting the new performance expectations, not just a nice thing to do for 
people. As such, these new policies are neither more nor less important than the 
policies and practices that you employ to manage any other part of running your 
business. Therefore you need to be prepared to support them in that way.

Element 5: Celebration of Your Cultural Change
This topic is also just what it seems to be. There are a great many reasons to 
celebrate as culture change occurs. There will be specific changes of real impor-
tance, and there will be exceptional people who become heroes among their 
colleagues. Together, these will result in tangible benefits that improve the life 
and engagement of your people and make your business more successful.
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I have always enjoyed formal celebration of achievements as a great way for 
teams to get together and look back with joy at what they have achieved. In a 
culture of rapid improvement, I often experience that the focus and speed of 
improvement means that as soon as one step forward is completed, the next one 
to be undertaken is readily apparent. As such, there is a tendency to constantly 
look ahead to the next task that needs attention. Occasionally stopping for a 
moment so that everyone together can take a formal look back, which recognizes 
and appreciates how far you have come, is truly valuable.

Formal celebration does not always imply a major event at an off-site venue. 
An organized pause in the activities of the day is often just right for the purpose. 
Maybe it is because I am married to an Italian, but I believe that this is normally 
better if there is food involved in some way. A practice I have followed with some 
success is to have a catered lunch brought to the plant for the team or the larger 
entity that has something to celebrate. At least here in the Houston area, it is 
possible to get a lunch steak, a baked potato, apple cobbler with ice cream, and 
a glass of ice tea prepared and delivered for about $10 per person. As another 
option, many of our teams enjoy doing their own cooking, so we acquired a 
BBQ pit on wheels that we haul around the plant for that purpose.

I like to tell people on Friday that at lunch on the next Wednesday, there 
will be a celebration of a particular achievement. That gives people time to think 
about their success and look forward to the celebration. Anticipation enhances 
the emotional value that they receive from the event. I always try to be very clear 
that we are celebrating a recognizable specific event or outcome. People derive very 
little real pleasure from unspecified recognition. The quality stations (described in 
Chapter 4) will help you achieve this goal of recognizing specific accomplishments. 
Through the quality station process, management can always be quite specific 
about identifying an achievement in detail. Your people can talk among them-
selves about what they have done from Friday until Wednesday. On Wednesday, 
management can say a few simple words, and then join the team for lunch. That is 
enough. This is a time for collegial interaction, not speeches from management.

Normally the team or department/division-level celebrations on site are focused 
on specific goal-oriented operating improvements. At least once a year I like to 
have a larger event that reaches broadly across the enterprise and is focused more 
specifically on culture changes. When we had such an event, we invited everyone 
to nominate coworkers who had made a special difference. As part of the nomina-
tion, it was necessary to provide some specific details of what had been done. The 
nominees were then invited to a dinner off site. Everyone who was nominated by 
anyone else was invited. The only limit on participation was that there could be 
no self-nomination. Our theory was that if someone thought that an individual 
deserved recognition, then that nomination was enough to secure an invitation 
to attend our dinner. In several years of following this practice, I was never once 
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disappointed that an unworthy or disruptive person came to our dinner. While at 
the dinner, a few individuals who had made widely recognized contributions were 
given personal recognition in the form of a small trophy. The dinners were natu-
rally more formal than the lunches, but still relatively inexpensive.

Both dinners and lunches were just for fun. People enjoy celebrating specific 
success, and I like to do it for large and small groups as often as we appropri-
ately have a reason to celebrate. For example, I had a videotape made of our 
first annual cultural celebration. Whenever I watch it, I see that there was more 
pure human emotion at that event than at all prior corporate gatherings I had 
attended, combined. For the first time, many of us looked at each other and 
knew that together we had done—and would continue to do—something of 
great importance. We were creating a culture of inclusion that truly valued and 
engaged all people for their different capabilities and contributions.

Summary of Chapter 9
The next step in designing a corporate culture of inclusion is creating 
a corporate practice of valuing individuals. This is an extension of the 
existing corporate practice of valuing people generally.
There are five major elements of a culture that values individuals:

 1. Awareness. Management and others need to be actively 
aware of the differences among individuals and be prepared 
to discuss and accommodate those differences in ways that 
are intelligent and inoffensive, while sustaining the work of 
the enterprise.

 2. Support. Management needs to provide early and specific 
support for individuals and for affinity groups of individuals 
as they work to align their personal cultures with the evolv-
ing new culture of the workplace.

 3. Policies and Practices. Management needs to review the 
 policies and practices of the business to make formal, objective 
changes in the way the business behaves toward individuals.

 4. Enforcement. Management needs to have a structure for 
enforcing appropriate behavior when the new policies and 
practices are challenged, in the same way that management 
would enforce compliance with other corporate policies 
and practices.

 5. Celebration. Management needs to provide a forum for openly 
celebrating cultural success.

�
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Chapter 10

Managing 
Emotion at work

Key Idea: The last social element of designing our corporate culture is 
that we need to understand and manage how people think and feel about 
the changes in progress around them. As this chapter discusses in some 
detail, the emotional state of the people is the best indicator that you are 
doing the right thing at the right pace. You may need to modify what 
you are doing or adjust the pace at which you make changes in order to 
maintain the emotional health of your organization and the engagement 
of your people.

As you begin to make cultural changes, people will become more emotional. 
Increasing the state of emotions at work is not difficult. For most people today, 
coming to work is not an emotional experience. They know what to expect on 
the job, and they are well prepared to get through the workday with very little or 
no emotion. Most managers like it that way: emotion in a traditional workplace 
is a sure sign of problems. Once people have been around long enough to master 
their personal adaptation to the culture of the workplace, this nearly emotionless 
state at work is equally true for everyone, including those who are—and those 
who are not—members of the social culture that your business has adopted.

Within the range of workplace conditions and norms that apply in North 
America and Western Europe, it is also true that, once people have grown accus-
tomed to the workplace they occupy, there is little real emotion, whether you 



166  ◾  A Culture of Rapid Improvement

work in a place that is among the best within that range or a place that is among 
the worst. I usually compare this to the young man who did not realize that 
his mother was a bad cook until he joined the army. People are very adapt-
able. Whatever physical or social work situation they have become accustomed 
to is generally treated as emotionally “OK” and does not cause an emotional 
response, until it changes.

Exploring Emotions at work
Figure 10.1 illustrates this effect for a stable work environment. The horizontal 
scale represents the range of emotions from “feel bad” on the extreme left to 
“feel good” on the extreme right, with a midpoint of “OK” or “no emotion.” The 
vertical scale represents the number of people who have each emotional state. 
When there is little change in the workplace, a few people feel a little bit good 
and a few people feel a little bit bad, but the vast majority of people have no real 
emotion about coming to work. The full range of emotions from the people who 
feel the best to the people who feel the worst in a stable work environment is very 
limited. Also, generally the people at work belong to a single unified population 
that shares the same general emotional neutrality in the workplace.

Figure 10.2 illustrates what happens to workplace emotions in an environ-
ment of real change that will impact people personally. When the situation at 
work begins to change, people separate into two very distinct and very identifi-
ably different emotional groups:

One group thinks the changes will be good for them, so they generally feel 
good about the changes.
The other group believes that the changes will be bad for them, so they 
generally feel bad about the changes.

Further, there will be a fairly wide range of emotions within each group and 
an even wider range of emotions in the population as an entirety. Within the 
emotional range of the “feel good” group, there will likely be some few indi-
viduals who like the changes and yet, on balance, feel bad for some reason. A 
common cause for this emotional response is that people have gotten their hopes 
raised by the potential for good changes in the past and been disappointed. They 
are hopeful, but wary of committing again, until you convince them that the 
good changes will come to fruition this time.

In a state of heightened emotion, the net emotional state of a person in the 
positive group who feels bad may also be due to a personal response to some 
other thing that is happening in the workplace along with the cultural changes. 

�
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Once people begin to engage emotionally at work, they will experience more 
emotions, from more causes, than before. Not all of those emotions will be 
related to the intentional changes launched by management. As discussed in 
Chapter 9, the emotions may not even be related to any current event. But all the 
emotions that people experience will become a part of how they feel at work.

figure 10.1 The emotional range in a stable business environment is very 
small and the workforce is unified.

figure 10.2 In a changing work environment, the range of emotions is much 
wider, and there are two clear groups with different emotional responses to 
the changes.
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The other group is much the same, but at the other end of the scale. This group 
believes that the changes will generally be bad, at least for them. So they generally 
feel bad. Again, there will be a broad range of emotions in this group, and some 
individuals who expect to dislike the changes may feel good overall. The most 
common cause for the apparent dichotomy of emotions in this group is also the 
same as it was for people in the “feel good” group. People doubt that the changes 
they are concerned about will actually occur. The critical issue for management 
is that in place of a workforce that has historically been emotionally unified and 
demonstrated little real emotion, you now have a workforce where emotions are 
both strong and apparent and within this emotionally engaged workforce you 
have two distinct emotional groups. When you create real cultural change, you 
simultaneously create an emotional situation that requires careful management.

When your people begin to experience or even anticipate real change, you 
will greatly expand the range of emotions on your site. A few people at the 
extremes (both good and bad) of the distributions shown in Figure 10.2 will 
demonstrate emotions that are surprising and unexplained in their intensity.

Example: Emotions are generally highest during the short period 
when the changes are still new but it has become certain the changes 
will occur. During one such period, I had a Bible study group send 
my boss a letter signed by about 50 people stating that they were 
opening their weekly meetings by thanking God for sending me to 
lead the plant. In the same month, an anonymous individual sent a 
letter to my boss denouncing me.

My boss, of course, wanted to discuss with me which letter was 
correct. I said that they both were. The true message in both com-
munications was that people had recognized that real change was in 
progress, and they felt strongly about the personal effect that those 
changes would have on them as individuals.

Not surprisingly, in the conservative and unemotional environ-
ment of “headquarters,” my boss thought that it was bad that he 
had received either letter. He had never personally experienced real 
 emotion in the workplace, and he did not like any part of it.

Unfortunately a necessary early step in creating a future that consists of 
 productive autonomous teams is the creation of two groups with quite dif-
ferent emotions. Most of that emotion is caused by the steps that you must 
take to include and value people who may have previously been diminished or 
excluded by their differences. Another significant source of emotional concern 
is the conversion of the work from closely supervised to autonomous. Many very 
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capable people choose a career at the front line of industry specifically to avoid 
the decisions and responsibility associated with autonomy. Even if you have 
never seen emotions in the workplace and do not expect to enjoy the experience, 
management at all levels needs to be prepared to assess and manage the arrival 
of emotions in the workplace. If you are making real changes, real emotion must 
accompany those changes.

Key Idea: It is often said that the world’s most powerful broadcasting 
 station is WII-FM. That means: “What’s in It for Me?” In spite of your 
best efforts at inclusion and teamwork, most people will have an emo-
tional response to your changes based solely on the way they understand 
the changes will impact them personally. As a result, during the times of 
greatest change, you will certainly have two different emotional groups 
within your operation. Right behind the concern of real emotion arriving 
in the workplace is the companion concern that the workforce will become 
emotionally divided.

Listen to What Your People Tell You about 
Their Feelings about Work

Obviously the graphs of Figure 10.1 and Figure 10.2 are theoretical. You will 
never know the emotional state of your people with anything approaching that 
kind of precision. The figures do indicate, however, the general characteristics of 
the emotional changes that you should be looking for in your workforce. That 
knowledge will help you recognize the changes as they occur—for example:

You need to know the extent or overall range of the emotions in the work-
place: do the people who feel either good or bad, feel that emotion very 
strongly, or just a little? You can generally treat one or two people with 
extreme emotional responses as aberrations, but if a meaningful compo-
nent of your workforce becomes very emotional, then you must respond 
to that signal.
You need to understand the balance of emotions: how do most of your 
people feel about the changes? The “emotional midpoint” needs to stay on 
the feel-good side of the scale.
You need to understand the dynamics of emotions: are people feeling 
 better or worse as the changes progress?

�
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With the theoretical construct illustrated in Figure 10.1 and Figure 10.2 as a 
foundation for your thinking, you can begin to look for these critical changes 
in your workforce.

You have many sources of data if you listen as people talk to you. When 
people become personally interested in the changes that you are leading, they 
will want you to know how they feel about it. This is another situation where 
large and small businesses both have capability that is proportional to their size. 
The managers of a large business will need more capability, and more formal 
capability, to assess the emotions of their people, but they will have the resources 
available to achieve that. The managers of a small business will have less formal 
capability, but a closer personal relationship with their people.

Example: To cover a plant that is in continuous operation, most 
of the people who worked for me were on a schedule that called for 
working four days on and four days off. One of the front-line leaders 
called me in my office about once each month from his fishing boat 
on Galveston Bay. Superficially the call was just for fun between the 
two of us. He wanted to remind me that I was working, while he 
was fishing. But after that, he would begin to tell me stories about 
“funny” things that had happened in the plant. Most of his stories 
contained great nuggets of information about how people were feel-
ing at that moment. Probably there were nuggets in all the stories if 
I had been smart enough to figure them out.

There are as many different ways to get information as you can imagine, espe-
cially when people want you to know. I guess that over the years I have used most 
of them at one time or another. I joined the local health club that most employees 
belonged to and established a predictable schedule for going there. I ate lunch in 
the cafeteria, normally with different people each day. I conducted some formal 
and informal surveys to periodically get a little “bulk” opinion data. More than 
anything else, I listened carefully for emotional content that I could fit into my 
understanding of the models shown in the graphs in Figure 10.1 and Figure 10.2. 
You will find your own ways to gather data that fit your personal capability to 
listen. The important thing is that people want you to know how they feel, and 
they will find some way to send you the message if you will receive it.

Everything Is Not good when 
real Change Is happening
When I periodically meet with a manager who tells me that there is real change 
in progress at his site and everyone is happy about it, then I am certain that one 
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of two other things is truly the case. Most likely in this situation, there really is 
no great change in progress. The manager believes that all the people are happy 
because no one is obviously unhappy. What is more probable is that people 
are not demonstrating any emotion in the workplace because they believe that 
nothing of substance is changing. I have seen more than a few businesses where 
the manager was describing major progress with great performance soon to follow 
and yet everyone there except the manager knew that nothing of substance was 
 happening. That is the less harmful of the two possible options when manage-
ment mistakenly believes that great change is in progress and everyone is happy.

The second option is that there truly is real change in progress and the 
manager does not know how people feel about it. This option is much more 
 serious. When there is real change in progress, there is always real emotion in 
the workplace. And there are two clear emotional sides to most conversations. 
At that point in the change process, management needs to have good knowledge 
of exactly what people think and how they feel or you can easily lose control 
of the changes. You need to know how people feel about the changes because 
you need to manage the environment of change to accommodate these feelings. 
If strong emotions and negative thoughts begin to accumulate, either because 
people believe that you are doing the wrong things or because you are changing 
faster than people can accept, it is easy for progress to stop or for even more 
 serious problems to arise in the workplace.

Interpreting the Emotions of Change
The way that I interpret the emotions of change is that there are five typical 
scenarios:

Scenario 1: If nearly all the people have no real emotion, then there likely 
is no real change in progress.
Scenario 2: If a large majority of people feel good about the changes and only 
a few feel bad, then you are likely doing the right thing, but doing it slowly. 
The emotional capability of your people could tolerate faster change.
Scenario 3: If most people feel good, but not very good, and some people 
feel bad, but not very bad, then you are likely doing the right thing and 
doing it at about as fast a pace as your people can tolerate. This state of 
play is distinguished from the state where people have little to no emotion, 
because it is clear that there are two emotionally distinct groups watching 
the changes as they develop, and it is clear that the people are emotion-
ally engaged as opposed to being emotionally neutral. The presence of the 
distinct groups and the emotional engagement is apparent because there is 
a lot of serious conversation about the changes.
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Scenario 4: If most folks feel somewhat bad and only a few people feel 
good about the changes, then you might be doing the wrong thing slowly 
enough that people are not greatly disturbed. Alternatively, you might be 
doing the right thing faster than your crew can tolerate. In either event, if 
the emotional balance is negative, you need to reassess what you are doing, 
and how you are doing it, or you will lose your support. Positive cultural 
change cannot occur in an environment where most people feel bad about 
it. You may have an experience of forcing business changes that most people 
did not like, but the same thing is not possible for cultural change.
Scenario 5: If a large majority of people feel very bad about the changes, 
then you have lost the support of your people. Without the emotional sup-
port of the team, you will never lead a cultural change. It simply cannot 
happen. At this extreme, represented by a majority of people experiencing 
serious negative emotions, if you continue your current actions and pace, 
you will not only lose the people’s support for your actions, you seriously 
risk having your workforce turn against you in other ways.

Example: Look what happened recently (2001 to 2007) at Home 
Depot when the new CEO attempted to rapidly reproduce the man-
ufacturing culture of General Electric within a retail business. The 
folks in the stores rejected the change in ways that had significant 
impact on customer service. As a result, the customers went elsewhere, 
ultimately costing the CEO his job.

In fact, this experience represents two serious management 
errors. First, instead of creating a culture appropriate to the people 
and business of his new company, the CEO simply attempted to 
reproduce a culture that had been successful elsewhere. Second, as 
he did that, he ignored the emotional health of his organization.

If your intent is to create changes that lead to a culture of improvement, 
then the emotional health of your organization is a vital consideration in your 
task. In some situations, this knowledge is your throttle for managing the pace 
of change. If your workforce is generally happy, you should increase the speed 
of implementation to maximize the improvement. Or you may need to slow 
the changes to a pace that your crew can tolerate. If you find that people have 
stopped being generally happy and have begun to feel quite bad, then something 
is probably wrong.

In situations where most people are genuinely unhappy, the emotions of 
your people might be a “go” or “no-go” switch on the topic of creating a new 
culture. If you are making noncultural changes of substance, such as reducing 
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pensions, moving work out to a nonunion shop, or assigning new customers 
to a Chinese joint venture, there may be very strong negative emotions in the 
workplace. That is likely not a good time to recruit your people to join you in 
creating a new culture. Generally I would recommend finishing that activity or 
at least allowing it to mature until it is no longer recognized as a current change 
of circumstance before attempting to lead cultural change.

But only you know your unique situation. With other changes in progress, 
it might be just the right time to give your people the opportunity to greatly 
enhance their performance by creating and supporting a culture of rapid 
improvement. If you can earn their emotional support for such an effort, you 
might succeed very well indeed. That is a choice for you to make as you design a 
culture that exactly fits your business and your people. Monitoring and manag-
ing the emotions of the workplace will let you make those decisions with a high 
likelihood of taking the correct path.

That is the reason that I refer to this process as “managing” the way that 
people think and feel. Understanding emotions in the workplace and responding 
to them is a great tool for making good decisions and improving performance. 
As you make the right decisions, people will respond emotionally. Unfortu-
nately I cannot suggest that the happiest workforce is the most productive. 
The genuinely happiest workforce appears to occur in situations similar to the 
Hawthorne experiments described in Chapter 2. Continuous and insignifi-
cant change, such as changing the wall color or the lighting level, can be very 
 satisfying to people. The changes are a sign that management is paying atten-
tion and yet there are no consequences and there are no responsive changes 
required from the people. People will respond very happily to such a situation 
with a small increase in productivity. But that increase is not sustainable and 
rapidly disappears once the constant attention stops. A culture of rapid improve-
ment is very different. You intend to create substantial change, not insignificant 
change, with the companion expectation of greatly increased performance from 
the people, and you expect to sustain that new pace of change indefinitely.

The requirements for assessing and responding to the emotions of your 
people are simple. First, management needs to accept that this emotional change 
must occur in a situation of real change. Gaining that acceptance from manage-
ment is often harder than you imagine. Few managers have experienced a lot of 
emotion at work, and most are uncomfortable with the concept. The ideal that 
a manager can make great changes and also make everyone happy is something 
that many managers aspire to achieve. Accepting the fact that such a situation is 
both unlikely and not optimum is really hard.

After that acceptance is gained, then you need to know in nearly real time 
what the current emotional balance is among your folks. Finally, you need to 
manage the content of the change or the speed of implementation so that the 
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majority of the troops stay on your side. It is very dangerous indeed to introduce 
real change into the workplace and then ignore the emotional response that is 
sure to follow.

Example: After I had become aware of the existence of the Exxon 
Lifestyle Awareness Network described in Chapter 9, I proposed to 
the Diversity Pioneers that we commence formal consideration of 
the needs of this group. At that time, I had almost two years’ experi-
ence with the Pioneers, and together, we had addressed and resolved 
some human issues of real significance.

But when I first proposed formal consideration of lifestyle issues, 
it became apparent that even this group was not emotionally ready. 
Some members became visibly nervous, some stopped participating 
in the conversation, some began to quote the Bible. I withdrew the 
proposal for formal consideration, and we discussed lifestyle issues 
informally for nearly another year before we finally began to include 
these matters as a part of our agenda for change.

Ultimately, including lifestyle considerations was one of our 
great successes. But it had to occur later than I had planned in order 
to accommodate the emotional needs of my team. Forcing that issue 
before the team could tolerate it would have surely disrupted this 
valuable effort.

If You Cannot Interpret Emotions at work, 
find Someone who Can
Because I understand the value of knowing the emotional state of people in 
the workplace, I have worked diligently to gain information about how people 
think and feel, and I have developed some skill at the mechanics of doing that. 
But in all honesty, it is not a strong point for me today, and it probably never 
will become a strength. I am not a naturally empathetic person, and I have not 
been able to develop enough skill even to simulate the behavior that a naturally 
empathetic person would display.

Example: My wife and I once attended the funeral of a friend’s 
mother. In honor of the mother’s heritage, the service was conducted 
primarily in the Spanish language. Because I speak a little Spanish, 
I was busily trying really hard to understand everything that was 
being said. Then I realized that my wife, who speaks almost no 
Spanish, was sitting beside me crying. I had understood the words 
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that were being said, but my wife had understood the emotion of 
what was happening.

My approach to resolving this personal empathetic deficiency was to identify 
someone who could help me. In keeping with the pay-as-you-go mentality, I gave 
up an administrative assistant to fund this position. This is clearly a capability that 
I enjoyed as manager of a large business. If your business is smaller and cannot 
support a full-time position, you should at least identify the people in your opera-
tion who are naturally empathetic and make it a point to listen to them regularly.

This woman who helped me to understand the emotional state of the business 
is the same one described in Chapter 9, who had missed her appointment with the 
Industry Week editors. She had truly great natural empathy as well as a strong con-
nection to the community of people in the plant. She was constantly and naturally 
engaged in trusted communication with people throughout the operation. Pretty 
much at all times, she actually knew how people thought and felt. She could 
 provide me and other managers with a good assessment of the emotional state of 
the business along with some good details to support her opinions.

We provided her with in-depth training in cultural change as well as profes-
sional affiliations with several groups of people engaged in the same practice 
at other businesses. We gave her a position and a license to work broadly in 
support of the emotional health of our people. In essence, we took a naturally 
empathetic person with existing credibility among our people, and we created 
our own top-drawer subject matter expert in the human side of change. She also 
organized and facilitated the meetings of the several affinity groups, provided 
the training for our communication initiatives, described in Chapter 11, and 
recruited and facilitated the Diversity Pioneers. As a result of selecting and 
developing the capabilities of a naturally empathetic person who was already 
part of our organization, we enjoyed the benefit of a true subject matter expert 
for our cultural initiatives who was broadly accepted by the organization.

You may or may not need the assistance of such a person. Clearly that is for 
you and your advisors to decide. You do, however, need to have credible knowl-
edge about the thoughts and feelings of your workforce, and you do need to act 
on that knowledge.

Interpreting Emotions Is Key to 
Implementing Successful Change
Most leaders assume that the emotions of the people throughout the orga-
nization are really of only modest interest to them because, in the past, the 
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 emotional state of the business has rarely been an important issue. That is often 
true. Although in times of real change, managing the emotions of the people 
who work for you becomes very important, most managers have never experi-
enced that situation. The simple reason is that most managers do not truly cause 
significant change.

World-class performance is rare, not common. Managers, though, imagine 
that they are causing dramatic change and many are working very hard to 
do so. Many have been working hard for some time and are just waiting for 
the wonderful results to roll in. But when you talk to the people who actually 
 conduct the business for these managers, it is common to find that they do not 
have any emotional response to the reported changes. When that happens, then 
you can be sure that the wonderful results will never roll in. The only reason that 
people do not emotionally respond to changes in the workplace is if they know 
that nothing will really change for them.

Key Idea: As a leader who intends to lead great improvement, you need 
to be prepared to manage the full range of emotions as they occur during 
the changes that you will lead. But the first, and by far the most common, 
lesson from managing emotions at work is that if there is not a significant 
range of sincere new emotions among the people that you lead, then you 
are not yet leading significant change.

Summary of Chapter 10
Emotions at work are the best indicator that the direction and pace 
of cultural changes are supported by your people.
When people know that real change is in progress, they develop 
strong emotions consistent with their beliefs of the impact of those 
changes on them.
Two changes happen in the workplace when this occurs:

 1. There is much more emotion present and not all of it is directly 
related to the current cultural changes.

 2. The total population of your business will subdivide into two 
groups: one generally positive and one generally negative.

It is not possible to lead significant change without experiencing this 
emotional impact. You must know that it will come, and you must 
manage it in a way that creates a positive emotional balance.

�

�

�

�
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I interpret the emotions of change in the following five scenarios:
 1. If nearly all the people have no real emotion, then there 

likely is no real change in progress.
 2. If a large majority of people feel very good and only a few 

feel bad, then you are likely doing the right thing, but you 
could be doing it much faster.

 3. If most people feel good, but not very good, and some 
 people feel bad, but not very bad, then you are likely doing 
the right thing and doing it at about as fast a pace as your 
people can tolerate.

 4. If most people feel bad, but not very bad, and only a few 
people feel good about the changes, then you might be doing 
the wrong thing slowly or you might be doing the right 
thing, but doing it faster than your people can tolerate.

 5. If a large majority of people feel very bad about the changes, 
then you are likely doing the wrong thing. Alternatively, you 
might be taking appropriate but difficult steps to benefit the 
business, but those are not steps consistent with creating a 
culture of engagement.

If your personal capability to know and interpret the emotions of 
your people is limited, you might benefit from the advice of a person 
who has good capabilities in that area.

�

�
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IVMaNagINg aNd 
SuSTaININg 
CulTural ChaNgE

Like everything else in industry, the work of designing and implementing a new 
culture is not the end. The next consideration is managing and sustaining the 
new culture. I have routinely included comments on managing and sustaining 
other cultural issues as appropriate to the prior material. The three chapters of this 
 section provide some insight into three separate, but important, issues of sustain-
ing your new culture: communication, measurement, and personal competence.

Chapter 11 covers communication, which of course is at the heart of any 
culture. People have to know the values and beliefs of the culture before they 
can join it and practice the rituals. They need ongoing information and instruc-
tions as they operate within the new culture. People also need a constant flow of 
encouragement and support as they experience significant change. As you lead 
a cultural change and as you sustain it afterward, people need to receive three 
different types of communication, each delivered in a different, but uniquely 
appropriate way:

 1. The communication may be news that intends principally to inform, 
although there may be some subjective or interpretative content that passes 
along with the news.

 2. The communication may be statements of belief and support intended to 
obtain understanding and intellectual commitment from the recipients.

 3. The communication may be instructions where prompt and precise action 
is required.
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Recognizing the distinct types of communication so that you can deliver 
each in the appropriate way is critical to leading and sustaining a culture of rapid 
improvement. Chapter 11 also describes a process for formally using the entire 
organization in the communication activities in a way that makes the communi-
cation more useful and more certain.

Chapter 12 covers measurement, which is the final arbiter of the success 
of any change. Because the new type of improvement practiced in a culture of 
autonomous improvement is small-event improvement, you will need to adopt a 
measurement practice that tracks small events without overwhelming them with 
the cost of traditional measurement practices. In addition, although culture 
change consists of many related initiatives and actions, measurement certainly is 
the element of the change process that is most likely to determine the details of 
what people will do. People always respond directly to measurement.

Leadership of the new culture needs measurement in order to be certain that 
the culture change is progressing and also that the culture change is producing 
quantifiable business results. Because measurement is so important, the system 
of measures and the practice of measurement need to be credible and consistent. 
The measurement system, once deployed, needs to be continuously managed 
and defended in the same way as any other important practice of the business.

Finally, Chapter 13 addresses competence. As we change our culture to 
become more dependent on the contributions of individuals and teams, we also 
become more dependent on the personal competence and the personal contribu-
tions of individuals. Assessing personal competence and the relationship of com-
petence to organizational performance has been uncertain and has previously 
not yielded a definitive management practice that produces good results.

Fortunately a new practice of measuring and managing competence has 
been developed that you can deploy within your own organization. Competence 
that is measured in this way corresponds directly to organizational performance. 
More important, competence that is managed in this way is practical to achieve. 
Even if you do not have the time or inclination to deploy the whole capability 
of a competence measurement and management system, there is some valuable 
general knowledge that has been distilled from my experience with the practice 
that you can use with good results.
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Chapter 11

how Communication 
reflects Your Culture

Key Idea: Many of the most interesting and valuable ideas covered in 
this book so far are associated with communicating in new ways. Com-
munication is at the very heart of any significant management action, and 
that fact applies doubly to managing and sustaining a culture change. 
Throughout the culture change, management must be certain that its 
communications are received and understood by the people who will 
benefit from the information and act on the direction.

As you lead a culture change and even after the culture change has gotten a good 
start, communication demands special attention from management because 
you will be communicating with a workforce that is becoming (or has become) 
largely autonomous—and that will be a new experience for you and for them. 
This will require you to master a new set of communication skills. Most of the 
communication from management during this period of creating and sustaining 
an engaged workforce requires some form of translation before it is useful to the 
people who receive it.

Example: I recently had this experience myself, though outside 
of the work environment. I was invited for an afternoon of sailing 
on a friend’s boat. At one point, it became obvious that something 
had gone wrong: the sails had begun to flap, and we appeared to 
be at least a little bit out of control. Shortly thereafter my friend 
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 confirmed that a problem existed by shouting: “HELP ME!” So 
I stood up and moved to where he was, at which time he shouted 
again: “NOT HERE!” I did not know what to do, and when that 
became apparent, he shouted again: “THE PORT JIB SHEET IS 
FOULED IN THE FAIRLEAD!”

Well, I know that “port” is the left side of the boat, and I under-
stand what “fouled” means, so I looked around and found a rope 
that had looped in a way so that it would not pass through its pulley. 
Once I had found the problem, the correction was pretty quick and 
the trouble was over.

Later, though, I realized that I had been in the exact situation 
that we often put our people in when we communicate. My “skipper” 
needed help, and I wanted to provide it, but after three communica-
tions and two false starts, I had received only enough information to 
guess what could be done. The reason is that the first two commu-
nications had been truly useless, except to get me excited. The third 
had been in a language that would have been fine for a fellow sailor, 
but was very close to useless in communicating to me.

Senior management often cannot communicate directly because business 
conditions that are the basis for communications among senior management are 
often not apparent to others, and the language that senior managers use among 
themselves is often not useful in discussing the situation with others. As a result, 
senior management needs to learn and practice the art of delivering messages in 
a new, often indirect, way that allows people to understand and act on the infor-
mation. Normally that requires translation, and translation requires that senior 
managers communicate through middle management rather than deliver the 
message directly. The middle managers will put the message into a local context 
and into the language of the recipients.

As soon as it becomes clear that senior management cannot personally 
deliver most messages, then it also becomes clear that senior management needs 
to create and operate a formal and auditable process to ensure that information 
and instructions reliably get to all the people. Even when you cannot deliver 
the message in person, you still need to know that the message was delivered. 
Moreover, the activity of communicating has significant organizational impli-
cations. For example, communicating directly from senior management to the 
front line is often done in a way that weakens middle management. Instead 
of weakening middle management, you need to conduct communications in a 
way that strengthens middle management by making certain that all managers 
throughout the enterprise are included in the communications.
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This chapter discusses the three major types of communication that man-
agement needs to deliver to the organization and the theory of making that 
communication successful. The organizational implications of communication 
are then described. Finally, I describe a way that I have found to be very useful 
to ensure that indirect communications are received and effective.

Example: Once a boss told about a meeting when he was a young 
engineer and the company president was making a presentation to 
his work group. The topic of communication was a major element 
of that presentation. Someone in the group asked the president what 
the difference would be between a good, competent senior execu-
tive who also was a good communicator and an equally competent 
executive who was not a good communicator. The answer stayed 
with my boss for the rest of his career. The president answered: “The 
difference is about $100,000 per year.”

As you successfully change the culture of your business to obtain engage-
ment from more people, it becomes important that you communicate with them 
often and that you do it properly. It also becomes more important that you 
remember as you engage people in communication that middle managers are 
people, too!

Three Types of Messages from Management
In general, there are only three message types that senior management should 
participate in delivering. The three different messages each have unique consider-
ations for effective delivery, so identifying the type of message that you intend to 
communicate is the first step in getting the communication right. The three types 
of communication that are appropriate for senior management involvement are

 1. Delivering news.
 2. Providing statements of belief and support.
 3. Giving instructions for action.

The next sections describe each of these types in detail.

1. Delivering News

The most straightforward type of communication from management is deliver-
ing news. People enjoy hearing news about the company and about themselves. 
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They especially value hearing the news quickly and from a respected source if 
the news has some impact on them personally. News in a corporate sense is the 
same as news in the media: that is, it always has the form of “something has 
 happened” or “something is about to happen.” After providing the headline 
of what has happened or what is about to happen, managers can add as many 
details as they are comfortable discussing or as many details as time allows. It is 
possible for the news to include the additional element of praise or recognition 
for the company as a whole or for an individual or team that is significantly 
related to the news.

Personal participation of senior management in delivering the news 
(instead of merely posting it on a bulletin board) requires that the news meet 
three requirements:

 1. The news should be truly important to the entire organization. Senior man-
agement should personally deliver important news.

 2. Another consideration requiring personal involvement of a senior manager 
is timeliness. If management wants everyone to get the news at the same 
time, then the easiest way is to have one manager tell them all.

 3. The third consideration for the personal involvement of management is 
that the news has emotional impact that will be enhanced by the manager’s 
participation. It could be that senior management has good news to which 
people will assign special value if they hear it from management before 
they hear it from anyone else. Alternatively, the news could be bad news, 
and senior management involvement serves to emphasize the seriousness 
of the situation or perhaps mitigate the damage.

Key Idea: News that is not significant, time sensitive, or emotional can, 
and probably should, be communicated without the personal participation 
of a senior manager. That is what bulletin boards are for. Personally involv-
ing managers for delivery of the many lesser forms of news diminishes the 
impact of management involvement when the news is truly important.

The critical distinction between news and the other messages from man-
agement is that there is no requirement or expectation that the recipients of 
the message will take any specific action, or indeed take any action at all, in 
response to the message. The sole purpose for delivering the news is to inform. 
The recipients of news may elect to do something in response, but that is not a 
specific management expectation, and the action to be taken by the recipients is 
not under the direction of management.
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In most cases, the person closest to corporate news who will deliver it with 
the greatest credibility is the most senior person available. It also turns out to 
be a communications success if people know that the most senior person cared 
enough to be certain that they heard the news. When a single person delivers 
the news to everyone at one time, the timeliness issue can normally be man-
aged. However, if your operations are too distributed or your technology is not 
up to the task of a single announcement, then normally a time-coordinated 
announcement by the most senior local manager at each location is the solu-
tion. In all parts of the organization, your official communication needs to 
reach your people before the news reaches your people through any external 
sources. For distributed communications, this requirement also implies that 
your official internal communications should reach all your people before any 
unofficial internal source relays the same message.

There often are organizational implications that arise and continue as a result 
of the news. Corporate news concerning serious business or personnel actions 
may have a long life. However, beyond selecting the most appropriate individual 
to make the delivery, there are few organizational implications for the practice 
of communicating the news.

2. Making Statements of Belief and Support
The second type of message that management may want to deliver is a mes-
sage of belief and support. This message either intends to convince people to 
accept a new philosophy, idea, or position or it intends to demonstrate manage-
ment support for an action previously taken or soon to be taken by others. The 
 message of belief and support takes the form of: “I believe that this is [true, 
good, valuable, etc.], and I would like you to believe it also.” Alternatively, the 
message may be: “I support this action, and I would like you to support it also.” 
I often think that this is a message of “intellectual sales.” Management wants to 
influence others to “buy into” their ideas or actions.

As with delivering the news, along with providing the headline of the story, 
it is possible to communicate as many additional details in the message of belief 
and support as you are comfortable adding. The essence of a message of belief 
and support is that management is seeking to obtain a response, but the desired 
response is emotional or intellectual, not physical. Management participation 
is valuable to lend the dignity of the manager’s position and the organization’s 
 personal respect for the manager to the credibility of the idea or action. The 
purpose of this message is to explain ideas or actions persuasively. People are 
then asked to agree with or accept or support these actions. They are not being 
asked by the manager to take any specific actions themselves. The intent of this 
message is persuasion, not instruction.
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There may be a slight crossover from messages of belief and support into the 
realm of instructions (described in the next section) only if the responsive actions 
requested by the manager are quite general. For example, a senior manager may 
deliver a message of belief and support on the theme: “I believe that United Way 
is a great benefit to our community and a great way for us to show that we are 
a good corporate citizen. I hope that you all make a generous pledge to United 
Way this year.” In such a case, the request for a physical act is actually not much 
more than a modest extension of the original request for intellectual belief and 
emotional support. People are not required to make a generous contribution to 
United Way in the same way they are required to carry out job assignments.

Fortunately there is not a time constraint on messages of this type. There is 
no other source of information that can make this communication redundant or 
late. This is the type of message that is often described in the adage that “people 
will not hear you until you tell them three times.” That adage does not apply 
to communicating news because news is only news the first time; and it does 
not apply to communicating instructions because instructions normally require 
prompt response. But that adage requiring repetition does apply absolutely to 
communicating messages of belief and support. In fact, this is exactly the type of 
message that people want and need to hear as often as possible and from as many 
people as possible. Some people will want to hear that the most senior manager 
supports the new initiative. Some others will need to hear that their immediate 
supervisor believes the idea is good. Most people will require a constant stream 
of statements of belief and support from many members of management and 
other credible individuals as you initiate and progress significant changes to the 
work culture.

Key Idea: You will not make the intellectual sale of a new culture or any 
other major change to all the people throughout your organization until 
most of them have heard most members of management openly and con-
sistently support the new ideas for quite some time.

Although most people will promptly begin to comply with instructions 
related to culture change, the initial acceptance from most people for any com-
pletely new idea may require six months or more of constant and consistent com-
munication. From that point forward, ongoing acceptance of a new concept will 
require repetition of the message of belief and support on a regular basis until 
the idea has matured and is no longer considered to be a new idea.

Management cannot tell people too often or in too many ways that it believes 
in what they are doing and supports their efforts. This is purely an intellectual 
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exercise. If management fails to fully commit itself to the new idea and to com-
municate its commitment throughout the organization, or if it ever becomes 
apparent that the mind of management has moved on to other things, people 
are likely to stop believing before the new idea reaches fruition. This need for 
continuous and diverse communication also describes the organizational impli-
cations of communicating belief and support. This form of communication is 
truly an activity that requires the participation of the whole management team 
from the most senior executive to the newest front-line supervisor. It is clear, 
by a very wide margin, that the two biggest mistakes management makes in 
communicating belief and support are failing to communicate personally often 
enough and failing to include every manager in a disciplined plan of sustained 
communication. Management needs to develop and lead a plan for constant and 
consistent communication in support of your new culture.

Of those two, failure to include other managers in the formal communica-
tion plan is commonly the most serious mistake that senior managers make. 
Except in the smallest companies, the most senior executive cannot personally 
meet the organization’s need for a continuous flow of statements of belief and 
support. Remember that middle managers are people, too. Middle managers 
also need to continuously receive the message of belief and support as well as 
continuously participate in delivering it to others.

It is important to practice this communication with a disciplined approach. 
Although statements of belief and support in corporate initiatives are part of the 
natural communications repertoire of senior managers, they are not a natural 
form of communication for most middle managers. As a result, most middle 
managers will not participate in communications of belief and support unless 
they are specifically called on to do so. Senior managers must construct and 
manage a detailed plan of structured communications that can be monitored 
and assessed to ensure that middle managers and others are, in fact, consistently 
and constantly participating in delivery of the message. This is not common 
practice for most people and, without structure, it will not happen or it will 
fade away far too early. Even more important, unless management launches the 
new initiative in a way that gives middle managers and front-line team leaders 
a clear role in the communications, conduct, and outcome of the initiative, the 
middle managers will have no basis for credibly making a statement of belief 
and support.

3. Giving Instructions for Action
Instructions are the final form of message from management. This type of com-
munication is exactly what it sounds like: management intends to communicate 
specific instructions, and management expects that in response to these 
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 instructions, people will take the specific action as directed. Messages of this 
type take the form of: “Here is a new [task, method, or standard of performance]. 
I expect that you will carry out this task or adopt this new practice.”

It is common to supplement instructions with either related news or with 
appropriate statements of belief and support, or both. The critical distinction in 
this case is that when a manager gives instructions to the organization there is a 
clear expectation that people will promptly act in compliance with the instruc-
tions. Understanding the news or accepting the concept is not enough. The only 
appropriate response to receipt of instructions is to carry out the instruction.

Key Idea: Instructions are the most complex form of communication. 
The reason for the complexity is that you are not simply communicating 
information or ideas. When managers deliver instructions, they expect 
that people will act in response. If the communications as received are 
not precise, it is certain that the responsive actions will be equally or even 
more imprecise, often with an unacceptable outcome.

Senior managers often believe that the best way to get any important 
 message out to the field is to tell all the people themselves. That is absolutely 
the wrong way to communicate instructions. In this case, credibility is reversed 
from the situation of communicating news. For delivering the news, credibility 
was assigned to the senior manager closest to the source of the news. In contrast, 
for the delivery of instructions, credibility is assigned to the person closest to the 
action described by the instructions.

Key Idea: In most cases, the most credible communicator for instruc-
tions is the front-line supervisor or the immediate supervisor of the person 
receiving the instructions.

The reason for this inverse credibility is that, as they receive instructions, 
people do not want to hear from someone who knows what the instructions are. 
They want to hear from someone who knows the situation in which the instruc-
tions will be applied. Because instructions result in action, people want to hear 
from someone who will share the action with them and someone who will share 
with them the responsibility for the outcome. People want to receive instructions 
from someone they know, someone whose opinions can be calibrated against 
prior experience, and someone who they can personally trust. In nearly every 
situation, this implies that people want to receive instructions from the person 
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who normally gives them instructions. Again, the front-line or immediate super-
visor is the person most likely to succeed at delivering instructions.

That leaves us with the communication issues of timeliness and accuracy. 
Even if management must give up personally delivering the message, they cannot 
give up responsibility for getting the message (and the responsive action) correct 
and on time. As always, when management needs to be certain that something 
happens, it needs both a process for conducting the activity and a method for 
measuring the outcome. The details of creating a formal and auditable process 
for communicating instructions and other forms of structured communications, 
which I have used successfully, is described near the end of this chapter.

The inverted assignment of credibility associated with delivering instructions 
implies the same organizational issues that accompany the communication of 
belief and support. Senior management acting alone cannot meet the commu-
nication needs of the organization. All managers throughout the organization 
are needed to translate the instructions and make them locally meaningful and 
credible. All managers throughout the organization need to have a clear role in a 
disciplined communication process, and they also need to have a clear role in the 
performance of the initiative.

Organizational Implications of Communication: 
The role of Senior Management

The analysis above of the three types of messages from management leads 
to an interesting conclusion: that the anomaly in corporate communications 
is in the delivery of news, not in the other forms of communication. For most 
purposes, other than delivering the news, senior management should not be the 
sole communicator or even the preferred communicator.

Key Idea: I have found that a good guideline is that if a senior manager 
intends to talk directly to a large group of people who are more than two 
organizational levels removed, then that message needs to be limited to 
only two concepts. Senior management can personally deliver the news 
and senior management can participate in expressing belief and support.

As a senior manager, you can effectively tell people about actions that you are 
taking, but not about specific actions that you want them to take. You should 
recognize in advance that mass communication by a senior manager is often 
a horribly inefficient consumption of lots of time and that nothing tangible is 
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likely to result. Your people might enjoy hearing from you, and most senior 
executives enjoy making presentations, but the situations in which this occurs 
should be very limited.

Example: An American friend of mine had an assignment in 
 Sweden. He truly enjoyed speaking to his people in mass assemblies 
and, as a result, he did it frequently. Although the Swedish people 
are all great linguists and generally understood him well when he 
spoke in English, after a few months in the country, he attempted 
to address a large assembly in the Swedish language. His language 
skills were much more limited than he believed, and it was generally 
reported after the event that no one had been able to understand 
what he was trying to say. It was also reported that most of the 
people in attendance listened politely and left the meeting without 
comment exactly as they always did. They were not bothered in any 
way that a senior manager had called them together and spoken to 
them for 20 minutes in a way that they had not understood. The 
assembled group believed that if the message required them to take 
action, they would hear it again from someone else. Finally, it was 
reported that some people had tuned out of the meeting so early and 
so thoroughly that they had not even noticed that the presentation 
had been attempted in the Swedish language! Clearly, mass meetings 
with the boss at the podium are often not at all what the boss hopes 
they are.

In the focused forum of a quality station, or as a visitor to a team meeting, 
senior managers can have very effective communications with an individual 
or a small team. The detailed alignment and information that enables such a 
conversation is one of the critical design intents of creating a quality station 
(as described in Chapter 4). Even in that venue, though, communications are 
best if the senior manager assumes the role of reviewing and commenting on 
information received from the team as opposed to initiating new directives 
or action-oriented content. Other appropriate communications from a senior 
manager at a quality station are comments on the general strategies of the busi-
ness or the details of the quality station process: that is, the senior manager 
can use the opportunity to restate a prior delivery of news or to participate in 
making statements of belief and support.

The sole exception to this general limit on communication at a quality 
 station occurs when the senior manager has personal expertise that is spe-
cifically recognized and clearly applicable to the details of the discussion. For 
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example, I had been a practitioner of lean manufacturing and its enabling tech-
nologies for more than a decade prior to introducing them into the chemical 
industry. So I frequently made very specific comments about that technology 
as I visited quality station teams who were in the early days of practicing lean 
manufacturing. I have also seen other managers succeed at that type of detailed 
local communication when they were drawing on their own personal expertise. 
I once saw our president sketch the internal details of an ethylene cracker for the 
team that was operating it. It turned out that he had participated in the design 
of that cracker 20 years before.

In certain situations, it is possible for a very senior manager to effectively—
but temporarily—assume the role of supervisor in directing very specific actions 
in very special circumstances. For example, General Patton (at least in the movie) 
demonstrated this effect when there was an intractable traffic jam of tanks at a 
critical intersection near the combat zone. He personally directed vehicle move-
ment until the traffic jam began to clear. In that event, his personal authority 
was so much greater than the task at hand that he was able to compel instanta-
neous clarity in a very confusing situation. It is also important to note that he 
was not giving mass instructions or instructions of long duration. He instructed 
the tank commanders one tank at a time on instantaneous maneuvers to clear 
the jam. But an effect such as this is limited in time and scope. Generally, if a 
senior manager wants to give action-oriented instructions, then that needs to be 
done in some other way.

The critical communications issue here is that senior managers must imme-
diately abandon any belief that they will incite the troops to effective detailed 
action through any form of mass instruction. With the exception of almost 
instantaneous and very simple actions (such as donating money to a religious 
leader), even the most wonderfully inspirational speakers rarely achieve more 
than exciting people emotionally and preparing them for future action to be 
directed in detail by someone else. This inspiration or excitement is really gener-
ated by a very persuasive statement of belief and support, not an instruction.

The role of Middle Managers in Communicating
When a senior manager attempts to give people action-oriented instructions in 
mass communication, two separate, but serious, organizational problems arise:

 1. The first problem is quite simple: people who are more than two orga-
nizational levels removed from the speaker often literally do not receive 
the message.
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 2. The second problem is that senior managers who communicate instruc-
tions by going around, rather than through, the organization effectively 
disenfranchise the middle managers.

Problem 1: People Do Not Get Your Message

When a CEO or other senior executive attempts to give people specific work 
instructions in a mass communication, the people experience true cognitive 
dissonance. The words that you are saying are so different from what they are 
prepared to accept that they simply do not understand you, and you cannot 
speak plainly or forcefully enough to make them understand. They know that 
you are speaking to them, but the words do not make any sense. As described 
in the example of the American manager in Sweden, people have become so 
accustomed to hearing senior managers talking but not communicating that 
it made no real difference when one literally talked in a way that people could 
not comprehend.

Example: A consultant once described to me some work that he 
had done for a pizza delivery company. The CEO of that company 
had spent more than $100,000 to make a professionally scripted 
and produced video describing a new initiative that he wanted to 
launch in the way that pizzas were boxed and delivered. The video 
was shipped overnight to every store in the nationwide chain and 
every employee in every restaurant was required to watch it. When 
the communication process was completed, it appeared that not a 
single person actually made the desired changes.

The consultant interviewed employees throughout the company, 
including employees who had just finished watching the video. Not 
one employee reported understanding that he had been asked to 
change the way he worked. At best, some of the employees understood 
that something would change at some time in the future, and they 
were awaiting local instructions that would arrive in due course.

Problem 2: Middle Managers Are Disenfranchised

As bad as problem 1 sounds—that is, that direct communications from senior 
managers are often ineffective—the second problem is even worse. When senior 
management initiates direct mass communication of instructions with the 
front-line teams, then the rest of the organization is effectively disenfranchised. 
This can happen in two ways.
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First, when a front-line supervisor or a middle manager is invited to the mass 
meeting to receive new instructions in the same way as everyone else, then that 
supervisor or manager has been transformed, at least for the duration of the 
meeting, into just another person who happens to be in the room. The middle 
manager receives the same message at the same time as everyone else. That effect 
is unimportant when the message from management is news or support, but it is 
very important if the message is an instruction for action.

Middle managers cannot effectively support the senior leader’s instructions in 
further communications with their teams because they have no additional infor-
mation. If the instructions delivered by the CEO to the assembly are important 
or urgent or emotional or unclear in any manner, the people who report to the 
middle managers will naturally turn to them for explanation and interpretation, 
but the middle managers will not be able to provide either. This outcome is natu-
rally embarrassing to middle managers. The most common human response in 
this situation is for middle managers to join with the rest of the troops in being 
generally negative about big changes that they do not understand and have not 
been prepared to support.

Key Idea: The effect of middle managers who “change sides” during the 
discussion of important events because they cannot adequately represent 
management is especially prevalent among first-line supervisors.

Team leaders operate at the cusp between management and the front line 
at all times. For supervisors who were promoted from the ranks of front-line 
workers, this conflict of loyalty is quite strong. First-line supervisors who do not 
understand management-led instructions or changes can easily move emotion-
ally away from their alignment with management and toward their historical 
alignment with the front line.

The second way to disenfranchise middle management is demonstrated by 
what happened with the pizza company in the last example: the CEO made his 
video and sent it directly to all restaurants. Four levels of the organization, from 
senior executives to the several area managers, were not even in the room when 
the message was conceived or delivered. These important people were simply 
cut out of the process. Except for the CEO who initiated the changes, and the 
front-line teams who were expected to implement them, no one in the company 
had a clear role in the outcome. The CEO not only failed to prepare his middle 
managers to represent the changes, he took them completely out of the game.

As a result, the altered box materials that were needed to support the new 
packaging concept arrived after everyone in the stores had forgotten about it. 
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The detailed location-specific instructions to make the new delivery methods 
effective locally were never provided. In short, the contributions that middle 
management normally makes were not made because middle management did 
not have a stake in the game. A cynic could even suggest that in this circum-
stance, middle management did, in fact, have a stake in the game, because the 
important contributions of most middle managers was much better understood 
after the initiative failed.

The effect described in the pizza delivery fiasco also describes the expected 
source of one of the biggest problems that is uniformly encountered while man-
aging significant change. In routine operations, middle managers are some of 
the best people in your company. These are the people who have advanced to 
leadership roles through many years of expertise and solid contribution. In times 
of great change, these same middle managers often transform into the “muddle 
in the middle.”

Key Idea: A surprising number of initiatives to practice autonomous 
improvement fail because of intentional disruption or simple neglect by 
middle management. Middle managers are the critical communicators of 
change, but they are often left out of the process by senior managers who 
want to make the important communications themselves.

From the perspective of the middle manager, autonomous improvement 
apparently changes, restricts, or reduces the authority of middle managers and 
especially first-line supervisors to closely supervise their team. That change of 
responsibility is a great concern for individuals who have made a career of provid-
ing task-level supervision. Senior managers often add to this concern by cutting 
middle managers and supervisors out of the communication process. The result 
often is that some of the best people in the company become either neutral or 
negative toward important events that should demand their attention.

Manage and Measure the Communication
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, there is a disciplined process for 
using the organization to communicate and for auditing the outcome of those 
communications. The alternative to ineffective mass communication that creates 
a “muddle in the middle” is to use the organization to communicate.

Using the pizza company again as an example, the CEO would conceive the 
new packaging and delivery initiative and communicate the details to senior 
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managers. Thereafter, level by level throughout the organization, the message 
would be passed from each direct supervisor to the people supervised. Some-
where along the line, one of these subject matter experts would recognize the 
need to coordinate the initiative with the availability of new boxes. Someone else 
would recognize the need for location-specific details to supplement the original 
general instructions. Middle managers would communicate the message and, in 
the process, middle managers would do what middle managers normally do.

At the end of the communications process, each delivery person in each store 
would receive meaningful instructions, with the local details and the materials 
to support the new initiative, directly from the local store boss in exactly the 
same way that instructions are normally received. Everyone in the organiza-
tion would have made their best contribution, and the initiative would have 
succeeded. This is what was ultimately done on the second attempt to roll out 
the changes at the pizza company after the consultant intervened. By communi-
cating in this way, the organization is stronger and the performance is better. 
Everyone is in the game and has a clear role.

A good way to achieve this result is very similar to the deployment of trans-
lated goals, except that this process occurs much faster because this task is much 
more focused. Here, we are not communicating a big concept such as strategic 
direction that will endure for years. We are communicating a specific instruction 
that needs prompt implementation. In this communication process, an initia-
tive is conceived by management and, immediately, the essence of the message 
is reduced to a few salient points, perhaps four or five critical messages that are 
important to the overall communication.

Those few key messages are written down on the front of a small paper, such 
as a 3 × 5 card. Each key message also has some supporting detail or related facts. 
Those are also written down, normally on the back of the same card. Similar to the 
concept of using a mnemonic (as described in Chapter 2) in the formal statement 
of strategic goals, the purpose of putting the salient points of the communica-
tion on a small paper is to enable people to carry the message around with them. 
In this case, the small card allows middle managers to literally carry it around 
with them: a 3 × 5 card will fit in most shirt pockets. The purpose of this card is 
not to communicate detailed task instructions that are the same throughout the 
organization. The intent is only to establish the key points of the initiative in the 
same way for all people. The details of implementation actions will occur during 
the translation. Instead of spending a lot of time and money to create a video, 
management spends a little time to distill the message to its key points. Reducing 
big initiatives to a few critical elements is also good discipline for management to 
ensure that they understand the essence of the undertaking.

The communication cards are delivered sequentially to each level of manage-
ment, along with some conversation on the details and the translation of the 
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details to the specific work of each group. The key points of the initiative, as 
designated by management, are delivered on the front of every card exactly as 
originally written, but each succeeding manager also uses the back of the card to 
communicate the local details as they apply to the work of every particular team. 
In this manner, the message gets through the organization with the key points 
communicated exactly as intended by management. Each succeeding level of 
senior management, middle management, and supervision is cut into the process, 
and each level actively participates by translating the details of the task. The 
details are translated using a three-level view to ensure compatibility in exactly 
the same way as was described for the goals translation activity in Chapter 3.

At the end of the communication process, each individual throughout the 
organization has received the exact form of the key points that every other 
person has received. Each person has also received clear evidence that their own 
team has been specifically considered in the communication and that their own 
team leader has bought into the changes. Each person has received, along with 
the key points of the initiative, all the local details that are needed to implement 
the instructions effectively within the team. And each person has received the 
message from the individual who normally gives job instructions.

This method also provides an easily auditable process where management retains 
control of both pace and content. For example, a plant manager can communi-
cate at the time that the first cards are delivered to the plant’s senior management 
team that during the following week, senior managers will be walking among the 
front-line quality stations and during those visits the teams will be asked about the 
communication. The clear expectation created is that within a week, all the people 
will accurately know the few important elements of the message as well as the local 
version of the supporting details. And management will be on the floor checking 
to ensure that the message has been delivered and received. Any pace of implemen-
tation that is necessary to the task can define the time available for communica-
tion. If the need for action is truly immediate, then all levels of management need 
to stop other things and promptly make the translation and communication. This 
process of formal and auditable communication is not necessarily slow; it is simply 
thorough. As with most other activities in industry, getting the initial communi-
cations right is more likely to speed the task than to make it slower.

In the event that the management audit of the communication indicates 
that an unsatisfactory outcome has occurred in any location, then it is possible 
to review the communication cards, measure the extent of the problem, and 
cause the communicators in that chain of information and instructions to try 
again. This is a scientific activity. It can be learned, taught, and practiced with a 
predictable outcome. Instructions can be communicated usefully and rapidly, or 
the instruction process can be done over until it is done correctly.
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Key Idea: By using a formal communications management process such 
as this, all levels of management can communicate to their teams in the 
way that is best for them, and senior management can be certain that the 
message has been received throughout the organization.

Summary of Chapter 11
Many of the most interesting and valuable concepts of culture 
change involve the way that we communicate.
There are three principle types of message that people receive from man-
agement: news, statements of belief and support, and instructions.

News
News is delivered in the form: “Something has hap-
pened,” or “Something will happen.”
News can include praise for the organization or for indi-
viduals or teams within the organization.
Senior managers are often the preferred communicators 
for news.
The critical issue in communicating news is to get the 
news out in a timely and credible manner.
Communicating news does not require or anticipate a 
response from the recipients.

Belief and support
Statements of belief or support are delivered in the form: 
“I believe this and I would like you to believe it also.”
The intent of communicating belief and support is to 
create an intellectual or emotional response, not an 
active response.
Effective communication of belief and support requires 
constant and consistent communication from many 
people at all levels of the organization over an extended 
time period.
The two biggest mistakes of managing the communica-
tion of belief and support are failing to sustain the com-
munication and failing to engage the entire management 
team in a process of disciplined communication.
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Instructions
Instructions are delivered in the form: “Here is a new 
task, or method, or performance standard. I expect that 
you will change to adopt the new practices.”
Instructions clearly expect an active response.
Instructions are best delivered to each person by that 
person’s supervisor. This implies that each level of man-
agement has a specific active role in the communication 
of instructions.
Communication of instructions needs to be timely and 
accurate.

The role of senior management:
In most situations, senior management is not the preferred com-
municator, especially in the forum of mass communications.
Senior management should never attempt to communi-
cate instructions in mass communication or to individu-
als more than two organizational levels removed from the 
senior manager.
Mass communication or communication to individuals 
more than two levels removed from senior managers should 
be limited to delivering the news and initiating the discus-
sion of belief and support.
Senior managers may have interesting and valuable discus-
sions at the front line in a limited forum such as a quality 
station or in an area where the senior manager has personal 
subject matter expertise.

The role of middle management:
Communicating through middle managers is critical to 
defining their role in leading the changes.
Failure to engage middle managers or communicating 
around middle managers leads to neutral or even negative 
behavior which is often a major contributor to the failure of 
management initiatives.

Manage and measure communications:
It is possible to use a process similar to goals translation to 
ensure that communications led by supervisors and middle 
managers are both timely and accurately received through-
out the organization.
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Chapter 12

Measuring the 
Performance of 
Small Events

Key Idea: Autonomous improvement often occurs as a result of many 
small changes or as a result of a big change accomplished through many 
small contributions. Small changes and small contributions to big changes 
need to be measured differently from the traditional big-event changes 
measured by existing measurement practices.

Measuring performance is a critical factor in establishing, managing, and sus-
taining a culture of rapid improvement. As business leaders, we may each have 
our own personal or individual motives for creating a new corporate culture 
that is more engaging and more inclusive, but the only acceptable business 
motive to expend a lot of time and money to change the culture is to enable the 
enterprise to become better at what it does. Culture change is not free, but it 
ought to be more than self-financing. As you change your culture, you need to 
 routinely demonstrate that your culture change is paying for itself and producing 
 additional enhanced performance.
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Key Idea: If you merely accept the belief that culture change is inher-
ently good, and if you are therefore satisfied with achieving culture change 
independent of clear improvement in the business results, then you have 
confused the means of improvement with the goal of improvement—and 
that is usually a serious error.

Every business’s objective is to improve strategic performance. One of the 
methods that you have chosen toward that end is to create and sustain a culture 
of engagement and inclusion. As you develop a measurement system, you will 
want some measures to demonstrate that you are deploying a new culture as 
intended. More important, you need measures that demonstrate the new culture 
is producing enhanced performance.

The measurements that you select will have a great influence on the actions 
of most people. This effect is well represented by the adage: “Be careful what you 
measure, because that is what people will do.” As you undertake rapid improve-
ment achieved through autonomous actions taken by many people, you need 
to be very careful to create measures of progress that cause people to take the 
right actions in the right way. If your improvement process does not cause a lot 
of change, then you have not been successful. And if your measurement process 
causes the wrong change, then you will have failed still more significantly.

For normal business activities, including big-event improvement, most busi-
nesses already deploy a well-known measurement practice that closely records 
and reports the events and results in great detail. For small-event autonomous 
improvement, use of such a detailed measurement practice would overwhelm the 
improvement results in many instances. In addition to creating new measures 
that track the results of culture change, you need to create a new “small-event” 
measurement practice to record the outcome of your autonomous improvements, 
without diminishing the results by the cost of measurement.

Principles of Measuring Small-Event and 
autonomous Improvement
As you change your culture, you need a reliable measurement to affirm that your 
culture change is occurring as intended. And you need to measure the business 
performance that results from your culture change. Much of what is new at this 
time is small-event activity, which needs to be measured in a different way from 
the traditional measures used for big-event improvement.



Measuring the Performance of Small Events  ◾  201

Key Idea: Measurement has both objective and subjective components: 
your measurement system will both assess progress and communicate 
your intentions. In the case of small-event, autonomous improvement, 
your measurement system will assess a new type of activity and you will 
largely be communicating with a new group of people.

Following are a few characteristics of a small-event measurement practice 
that will enable you to meet these needs:

The best indicator of successful culture change is the extent to which 
 people join with you to improve your business.
Bulk measures of strategic performance are the best indicator of small-event 
progress.
Visible and intuitive measures of performance help communicate the 
 specific intent of the changes to people at the front line.
All measures need to be consistent and credible to the people whose work 
is being measured.

Each of these characteristics will be reviewed in detail in this chapter. In addi-
tion to reviewing the details of developing a small-event measurement system, 
I have a few other ideas on the topic of measurement that I have successfully used 
to achieve some remarkable results in an environment of rapid improvement. 
These are reviewed in detail later in this chapter, but here is a quick overview:

Subjective performance can often be measured in a nearly objective way by 
utilizing a subject matter expert to provide credibility and consistency.
It is possible to measure some performance criteria using bulk data even if 
there are no individual data.
There are often meaningful trends in an aggregation of data, even when 
the individual elements of that data have no clear meaning.
It is necessary to defend your measurement system against changes or 
abuse that will disrupt its credibility.

Before beginning the discussion of small-event measurement, though, it 
is important to be clear on a starting point. The information in this chapter 
assumes that you already have a fully satisfactory system of standard measures 
for regulatory reporting, shareholder reporting, and other financial account-
ing, and that you also have a good system for measuring and managing the 
 traditional big-event portion of your improvement portfolio. Similar to other 
parts of this book, this chapter looks primarily at creating, managing, and sus-
taining the practice of large-volume, small-event improvement as a supplement 
to the practices and measures that are already in place in your organization.
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Measuring how Engaged Your People are in 
Improving Your business
As you move toward a culture of engagement and inclusion, the best indicator of 
successful culture change is the extent to which people join with you to improve 
your business. There are many aspects of culture change that can be measured, 
but autonomous participation in improvement is the exact reason that you have 
undertaken culture change, so by measuring that effect as directly as possible, you 
will know with some certainty that you are achieving your objective. The accepted 
measurement of participation is the number of implemented improvements per 
person each year. Thinking of this in a traditional way, this measurement would 
be the product of the average number of suggestions from each person each year 
multiplied by the average rate at which those suggestions are adopted.

In North America, where autonomous improvement is still rare, this “sugges-
tion” format is the way in which these data are most commonly displayed. 
In most places where the practice of autonomous improvement is mature, the 
number of improvements per person per year is reported directly. In recent data, 
the average company in North American industry yielded seven suggestions 
for each 100 people during a year. Those suggestions were implemented at an 
 average rate of 20%, producing an average annual rate of 0.014 improvements 
per person. This is widely reported through several organizations, such as the 
American Productivity and Quality Center in Houston, Texas. There are also a 
great deal of existing benchmark data published for highly successful companies 
and individuals, such as

Canon: 100 improvements per person per year.
Toyota: 40 improvements per person per year.
My personal performance: 40 improvements per person per year, which has 
been reported in Business Week, Industry Week, and Maintenance Technology 
magazines as well as in several books and in Europe’s L’Usine Nouvelle.

Key Idea: The power of culture is apparent in these numbers. The best 
companies and the best practitioners are receiving small-event improve-
ment at a rate approximately 3,000 times as fast as the North American 
average. When those improvements are also strategically focused, you can 
begin to understand the performance advantage of a world-class business.

That being said, the measurement of improvements per person is not a rigor-
ous or objective measure in the way that a ton of bricks is measurable. Fortunately 

�
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no one uses this result as an objective measure of business performance. Rather, 
it is used only as an indicator of the extent to which people are joining or partici-
pating in the improvement process. (I will discuss the measures of performance 
next.) Although external references from the best businesses are available, I do 
not know of anyone who perceives this as a competitive measure. It is generally 
used internally within a business to track changes in participation from period to 
period as the culture change progresses or is sustained. As a subjective indicator 
of the evolving state of participation within a single company, it is quite a reliable 
measure, and more important, it is a measure that is very useful.

I have never asked for an auditable number for this measurement in the 
way that I would for other measures, such as cost, quality, or customer service. 
I normally accept the count that is produced by the leader of each quality 
 station team as a fair representation of the number of separate contributions 
made by that team. There is some objectivity brought to the counting at the 
several different quality stations because I normally use a single individual 
to gather the data from all the teams. Use of a subject matter expert (SME) 
for data gathering makes the data fairly consistent even if it is not objectively 
 precise. This practice of using a SME for data gathering and analysis is dis-
cussed further later in this chapter. For the purpose of assessing the trend in 
participation over time in a single organization, consistency of the data and 
analysis is largely all that is required. My belief is that team leaders have a 
record of team activities to know what has occurred in their group, and they 
know that they ought to have documentation of a physical change to corre-
spond with each improvement claimed.

Key Idea: Most of the uncertainty in accumulating a good count of sepa-
rate improvements occurs in situations such as the exhaust fan improve-
ment described in Chapter 4 (where we dramatically changed the way 
the rooftop fan was repaired and saved significant maintenance time and 
costs by doing so). In that case, the original idea of improving the safety 
guarding evolved into a much better project through a continuing series 
of related ideas before any physical work was undertaken.

That sort of project development is clearly a good thing and is one of 
the attributes that makes improvement proposals at a quality station so 
much more valuable than suggestions submitted to others for a one-off 
review. I encourage teams to adopt that practice of building better ideas 
from an original idea, and as a result, I encourage teams with similar 
experiences to count each evolutionary step that is finally implemented as 
a separate improvement.
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In any event, although this measurement practice is imprecise and some-
what subjective, for the purpose of understanding trends in participation, I have 
always been satisfied with the use of these data. And I have always been satis-
fied that increased participation was a good measure of the culture change that 
I intended to create. Certainly when people begin to participate at a rate nearly 
3,000 times the prior rate, something more has changed than the existence of 
goals and quality stations.

Key Idea: Autonomous participation represents the potential for rapid 
business progress. Good strategic focus and continuous careful manage-
ment is still required to turn the potential for improvement represented by 
this increase in action into real performance.

I have two more thoughts on this topic. First, I never allowed teams to publi-
cize their individual performance against this criterion. In operations that I have 
managed directly, the data were only publicly reported in aggregates of at least 
a full division. Because the data were not part of the performance system that 
determined personal reward and recognition, and individual team performance 
was not publicized, no one had an incentive to bump the numbers.

Second, the teams that are truly not engaging with you to improve the busi-
ness are normally failing to do so for an identifiable reason. In my experience, 
someone on these teams wants management to know that they are not par-
ticipating. They either want management to know so that they can get help to 
resolve the problem, or they want management to know so that they can make 
a statement about the fact that they have chosen not to participate. Therefore, 
tracking participation reported by individual teams is useful to management 
even if you do not allow the teams to post their results for this measure as you 
do with other matters.

using bulk Measurements to Ensure You are 
all working toward the Same goal
In simple terms, the bulk measurement of small-event improvement is much 
the same as the bulk measurement of other high-volume small commodities. 
For example, no one measures the weight of each grain in a truckload of rice 
and adds the results to determine the total weight of the load. The accepted 
practice is to measure the bulk weight of all the rice and to know that by doing 
so, the individual weight of each separate grain has been included. In addition 
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to representing a great simplification, bulk measurement improves the measure-
ment by eliminating many potential measurement errors. Using bulk measures 
to know the aggregate result of many small-event improvements achieves the 
same result in measuring improvement.

If you were to use the same measurement system that you currently use for 
measuring and reporting big-event improvement for determining the results 
of each small event, then the cost of the measurement system would often be 
on the same scale as the value of the individual improvements. That is, the act 
(cost) of measuring would materially diminish the value of the performance 
being measured. You want to learn as much as you can about the performance 
of small-event improvements without interfering with them or diminishing the 
resulting performance. More candidly, you want to learn as much as you can about 
small events without employing an army of data gatherers and accountants.

The practice of bulk measurement takes advantage of the goals translation pro-
cess. If goals translation has been done well, then all your teams are pursuing the 
same improvement outcome for your enterprise. The differences among the teams 
are in the exact nature of the task at each place, not in the nature of the intended 
outcome. For example, if you intend as an enterprise to increase output, then each 
team will take its own best steps to increase output. The tasks will be different, but 
the outcome will be the same. You can see the bulk effect of many small efforts 
to increase output by measuring only the increase in the bulk output of the enter-
prise, or of the major operations within the enterprise. The use of bulk measures 
reinforces commonality of purpose across your organization. If you are all work-
ing together to increase output, then together, you will all measure output.

There is no need to capture each of the individual project results and add them 
together. This characteristic of the bulk measurement practice is a great simplifi-
cation and improvement in the measurement practice for your project teams. A 
team might have completed a project to increase the reliability of its equipment, 
and now they are able to report with some certainty that the equipment is avail-
able for service an additional 10 hours each month. For a variety of reasons, 
including product mix or dependency on other operations, they might not know 
with the same certainty what that additional 10 hours of equipment availability 
means in terms of output. With a lot of effort, and a lot of uncertainty, the team 
could probably estimate the output effect of each separate project, but there is 
little value in doing that. Increased output, per se, is independently apparent at 
all organizational levels, including the team level, the enterprise level, and any 
level in between. If capacity has been usefully improved, then the aggregate of 
the improvements appears everywhere that you may choose to observe it.

There was an important phrase in the prior paragraph: “If capacity has been 
usefully improved.” Business operations are complex, interconnected, and often 
cyclical. As a result, most manufacturers do not have the luxury to adopt a 
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strategic goal that is as simple and single-minded as “increase capacity.” Instead, 
they have a more complex goal for the future that includes several companion 
goal elements that reflect different potential contributions to manufacturing 
success. In the sample goal shown in Figure 2.3 (in Chapter 2), the strategic goal 
was to “increase capability and capacity.” Capability in that example included 
such additional operational factors as quality, variety, cost, and productivity.

Over a five-year strategic horizon, there will be times when each of these 
different performance elements has more value to the enterprise than the others. 
This is especially true if your business operates in several different product or 
market segments, and even more true when considered in the intense detail 
available at the front-line team level. For the CEO, it may be straightforward to 
identify that for extended periods some products need growth and others need 
lower prices, as discussed in Chapter 2. At the team level, the cycle time for those 
prioritization decisions is much shorter. Bulk measures help the teams with this 
assessment. When a team completes a few capacity improvement projects, but is 
not able to report increased output, then they have an objective indication that 
their projects are not currently useful.

That result may occur for many reasons, including the existence of an 
unresolved rate-limiting step either within their own team or at the interface 
with another team, a downturn in the market, or something else. Whatever the 
cause may be, when a team is successfully completing projects to increase capacity, 
but they are not physically increasing output, then the bulk measure is telling 
them that they are possibly working on the wrong thing at this time. The team 
may want to refocus their efforts on finding the rate-limiting step, or on addressing 
another of the possible tactical improvements described by their translation of the 
strategic goals. When they meet next as a team to select a project to advance, they 
may want to select cost, quality, or product variety (flexibility) improvement rather 
than another capacity project. At a minimum, they will want to use this informa-
tion in the next conversation with a manager who visits their quality station.

Measuring Visible results reinforces an 
Intuitive understanding of Performance
Whenever it is possible to do so, I always prefer to construct a measurement 
system for small events that measures visible or physical results. This is strongly 
recommended. If you possibly can do so, measure something that people can 
see so that the measurement corresponds to their intuitive understanding of 
the business. In this way, the measurement assists you in communicating the 
exact outcome that you seek. You may be successful in communicating among 
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managers using highly complex metrics, but people at the front line live in a 
very tangible world. To the extent that you measure physical results, you greatly 
increase the communications value of the measurement. For example,

If you are interested in increasing volume, then measure physical output.
If you are interested in labor efficiency, then measure physical output 
divided by the total number of people employed in the business.

Key Idea: As shown above, I believe that when you measure something, 
you ought to measure all of it at once (all the output or all the people). 
The issue is that when you have a fungible population and measure only 
a part of it or measure it in different pieces, you have created a big hole in 
your measurement system that someone is certain to exploit. The classic 
experience with this phenomenon is to observe how fast discretionary 
work is assigned to maintenance once management begins to measure the 
efficiency of production workers. Nothing at all has improved, but the 
measured efficiency goes up.

Tangible measurements such as these have two great advantages:

 1. They are both objective and certain.
 2. They confirm in numbers the subjective feel for the business that people 

carry with them each day.

It is possible to add as much detail to this sort of measurement as you need 
for analysis of performance. For example, if you are initially measuring the 
efficiency of a loading team’s output by counting the number of rail cars they 
process (which might vary between 180,000 and 190,000 pounds each), it is 
possible to add a measure of loading effectiveness by also measuring tons or 
even pounds that they load into each rail car. When you are measuring tangible 
results, there is a physical manifestation of performance, and it can be measured 
as precisely as your instrumentation and budget allow.

In addition to reporting performance, a tangible measurement system also 
enables analysis of processes and reinforces communication of expectations. 
Measuring visible performance is perfect for both of those purposes. For manage-
ment, using a physical indicator of success enables you to measure outcomes very 
precisely. It is then possible to conduct process analysis and improvement using 
powerful data tools such as statistical analysis or designed experiments. Process 
improvement can be very scientific with data of this sort. For people other than 
management, measurement of an outcome that can be personally observed com-
municates an unambiguous understanding of performance and expectations.

�
�
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In contrast, alternate measurement systems based on performance to theo-
retical standards (as in an industrial engineering practice) or composite measure-
ments comprised of several factors, such as the overall equipment effectiveness 
ratio (OEER), are much more difficult to understand, and they often have little 
value in either process analysis or in communication at the front line.

Make Sure Your Measures are Consistent and 
Credible to the People being Measured
Through the measurement system, management attempts to summarize into a 
few numbers the many interesting things that happen in operations. For many 
people, particularly those at headquarters who rarely observe operations, the 
numbers have to tell the whole story. One consideration of great importance 
is that the folks at headquarters who rarely see the operations often use the 
 numbers to compare one operation with another. For that reason, you need to be 
very careful that your measurement system is consistent and credible and that the 
people being measured and compared believe that your system of measurement 
fairly represents actual performance. There are two fundamental components of 
credibility for a measurement system:

 1. The measurement system must measure performance as directly as possible.
 2. The measurement system must be managed on an ongoing basis to sustain 

fairness and accuracy.

These requirements are described in detail in the following subsections.

Make Your Measurements Direct and Exact

As you develop and deploy your goals, the business outcomes that you intend 
to achieve will be quite clear and very specific. In order to measure business 
 outcomes directly, you need only to sustain the understanding of performance 
that you established as you were setting your goals.

Unfortunately the staff people who develop measures for use within the busi-
ness often do not retain that direct linkage with the goals. Measurement systems 
often take on a life of their own for no good reason and with no good outcome. 
More important, the people who develop internal measures often do not consider 
the communication value of measurement. Many internal measures are too 
 indirect to be certain that you are truly measuring the intended outcome and too 
complex for most people to comprehend as they make operating judgments.
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Key Idea: An even greater oddity is the recent practice of combining 
many different results into a single highly complex number. An example 
of a highly complex combined measurement is the OEER, which is the 
product of multiplying the rate of utilization of theoretical equipment 
availability by the rate of utilization of theoretical production speed, multi-
plied again by the percentage of good quality production. After making 
five calculations using three data points and two theoretical numbers, a 
single numerical result is presented to represent performance. This OEER 
is very popular, and as a consultant, I often use it myself. Because it is 
commonly used or readily calculated, it is a great tool for consultants. 
That being said, no one can look at this sort of number and obtain opera-
tionally useful information. Certainly a number such as this has no value 
in communicating at the front line of any business.

When you adopt indirect and complex measures, you often wind up mea-
suring something other than what you intend. For example, mechanical uptime 
represents a potential for production, but not production itself, which is the true 
business intent. Also, by measuring success indirectly, many businesses invite 
people to do the wrong thing in pursuit of the measure rather than in pursuit of 
improvement. For example, when production success is measured as a percent-
age of theoretical capacity, many managers underreport capacity or delay report-
ing completion of capacity-improving projects.

When you have a practice of well-translated goals, then it is clear that many 
of the direct measures of business expectations and performance used as cor-
porate goals apply directly at the front line. Use those measures. When you use 
simple measures, it is clear that you are measuring the right thing and doing the 
right thing. When people can see the direct linkage between their measured 
results and business performance, the communication value of the measurement 
will be very strong. This is not as easy as it sounds. Your business will certainly 
have some very theoretical and complex measures that management loves to use. 
Those may be fine for management reporting, but as you initiate serious partici-
pation at the front line, give those people measures that relate directly to their 
work and measures that link them to the business.

Keep Your System Fair and Accurate

By far, the most serious challenge to the credibility of your measurement practice 
will be any recognized version of unfairness or inaccuracy. This sort of concern 
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often arises when there are differences among your operations that are outside 
the influence of management. For example, consider the following differences:

In France, the standard work week is only 35 hours long, and there is 
almost zero use of overtime to increase work hours.
In the United Kingdom, there is a 40-hour work week, and there is some, 
but very little, use of overtime.
In the United States, the standard work week in a chemical plant is often 
44 hours long, and there is common use of abundant overtime.

As a result of these national policies, if the measure of productivity is total 
 output divided by total people, then the local differences become very impor-
tant. To perform 1,000 hours of work in one week might need 29 people in 
France, 25 in the United Kingdom, and fewer than 20 in the United States. The 
same work necessarily requires more “people” in France, fewer in the United 
Kingdom, and still fewer in the United States. Therefore these differences in 
reported productivity are caused by structural inconsistency, not performance.

This example is easy to comprehend, but there will likely be several complex 
situations in your business where the measured outcome is determined by some-
thing other than performance. If you fail to accommodate those differences 
as you create your measurement system, then the conversations that should be 
about performance will in fact be about the differences. It is necessary to create a 
measure that people accept as fair before you can have meaningful conversations 
about performance.

Create a Subject Matter Expert for Measurement
A related reporting issue is normally associated with some major change in the 
business, such as a new product or a substantial change in product mix, or some 
major physical event such as a flood, snowstorm, or a strike at a customer site. 
The most common manifestation for this concern is that because a change (either 
permanent or temporary) has occurred, someone wants to change the system 
of measurement or perhaps just wants to adjust the reported result in order to 
accommodate the change. This will certainly happen, and when it does your 
measurement system will be facing a very serious challenge. The response that 
I favor is the designation of a single individual as the SME on the measurement 
system who will be the sole clearinghouse for that sort of request. The important 
consideration is that changes, exceptions, and accommodations (when and if they 
occur) must allow you to retain the credibility and consistency of your system. 
Credibility and consistency require that someone who is primarily responsible for 
the measurement system itself manage the changes.

�
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Example: At Exxon Chemical, we once had a severe ice storm in 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana. Obviously this was unexpected and caused 
significant loss of production as well as cost to recover. The managers 
in Baton Rouge believed that they were fully justified in adjusting 
their performance to remove the effects of the storm. The problem is 
that the plants in Canada experience ice and snowstorms on a regular 
basis. If Baton Rouge can adjust performance to remove the costs 
of recovering from an unexpected freeze, then can the Canadians 
adjust to remove the costs of preparing for anticipated freezes? 
Our SME, in collaboration with several others, ultimately decided 
that weather-related costs in some form are common to all plants and 
something more (perhaps a hurricane?) would be required before local 
adjustments would be allowed. Because we employed the services of 
a SME for administering our measurement practice, the request for 
adjustment was received, considered from a general-interest perspec-
tive, and resolved in a way that everyone respected.

Without that clarity of central responsibility, managers who feel the need 
for a change in reporting will simply check with their boss or perhaps just make 
a change on their own initiative. As different people make different changes, 
your measurement system soon becomes arbitrary and local rather than objec-
tive and global.

Other Interesting Measurements
In addition to the general characteristics of creating a system of measurement for 
small events described so far, there are several short topics related to the practice 
of measuring within an environment of small-event or autonomous improve-
ment that may be valuable to you.

Useful and Nearly Objective Assessment of Subjective Data

There is often great informational value in measuring attributes of a business 
that are not objective. Usually this sort of measurement is best used for pro-
viding forward guidance to an activity, rather than as part of the reward and 
 recognition of past events. For example, Chapter 13 discusses personal com-
petence. Assessment of personal competence (this is different from assessing 
personal performance) provides a great management tool for guiding training 
and development as well as personnel assignments. Unfortunately, assessing the 
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competence of many people in many different assignments and many different 
places is far more subjective than the measures we normally use.

Objective performance can easily be measured broadly across an organiza-
tion by providing specific definitions and rules of practice and allowing each 
manager to make their own measurement and report the results. This is the 
most common form of corporate reporting. That practice certainty is not equally 
appropriate for gathering subjective information. An alternate way to obtain 
useful albeit imprecise information from subjective data is to conduct all of the 
measurements using a single individual, or a very small group of individuals, 
who personally are known to be experts in their field as well as people of 
strong credibility and integrity. Limiting the assessment team to one person 
or a very small group often provides sufficient consistency to make subjective 
results credible and useful, including making them useful for some comparative 
purposes normally reserved for very objective data. The criteria for this measure-
ment practice include

Externally applying consistent standards of data gathering and assessment 
in all places.
Applying lessons learned from the several unique experiences gained while 
assessing many places during the assessment of each different place.
Revisiting prior assessments, at least by telephone, if not in person, when 
new information or experience becomes available in order to sustain the 
consistency of the data and assessment.

A SME (or a small team of SMEs) can do all that in a way that most people 
accept. I used competency assessment as an example of the practice of subjec-
tive assessment using a SME because the specific practice of competency assess-
ment is discussed as a detailed example in Chapter 13. There are a great many 
situations in which such an assessment provides the best information available. 
Normally these situations involve human characteristics in some way, or they 
involve physical situations that are so highly varied that a fixed set of rules for 
objective measurement is too complex to write or sustain.

Use Bulk Measures When Individual Data Are Not Available

Bulk measurement was originally introduced to measure many small changes 
without overwhelming the benefit of the small improvements with the cost of 
a traditional measurement system. It is possible to measure and aggregate the 
individual results, but it is not practical to do so. It is also possible to use bulk 
measures to report results for which it is not possible to gather individual data.

�
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Example: In the banking business, it is well known that the best 
customers—that is, the most loyal and most profitable—are the 
customers who use several services from the same institution. A 
customer who has several accounts (such as checking, savings, cer-
tificates of deposit, a credit card, and a car loan) will be much more 
loyal and profitable than a customer who has only a free checking 
account or a single deposit account.

I am currently chairman of a credit union, and we know that 
customers with more accounts are better customers, but the current 
state of our information system does not allow an automated assessment 
of that data. We would need to make a manual search of our records 
to determine the number of different accounts that each member has 
and then use many individual data sets for assessment. That process 
is so slow that the data would change before we could complete the 
exercise. We certainly could not do that frequently enough to sustain 
an ongoing measurement practice. Because we understand the value 
of creating customers with multiple accounts, we are training our 
 customer service agents to cross-sell additional accounts whenever 
they talk to a customer, and we have both individual goals for each 
branch and an organizational goal for the entire credit union to 
increase the number of accounts that each member has.

The problem is how to measure the success of the effort. In this 
case, bulk measurement saves the day. For each branch, and for the 
organization as a whole, we know the total number of accounts of 
all types, and we know the total number of members. It is difficult 
to obtain individual account data, but it is easy to know the aver-
age number of accounts held by all individuals. With that data, we 
can track improvement of this interesting data at each of the seven 
branches and also for the entire credit union.

Key Idea: There are many situations in addition to small-event improve-
ment where gathering and analyzing individual data is impractical or even 
impossible, but with bulk data, the analysis is often both easy and useful.

Look for Useful Trends in Meaningless Data
The objective of culture change is business improvement. When considering 
improvement, I believe that the trend of the data is often more useful than 
the absolute value. For example, in 1970, the absolute data were clear that 
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General Motors was a much larger company than Toyota. However, the trend 
was equally clear: General Motors was shrinking, and Toyota was growing. 
Of great interest in this regard is that it is possible to usefully measure trends in 
data that otherwise have no significant meaning.

There are two situations where I have used trend analysis in this way. The 
first opportunity to do this occurs when the individual data are consistent, but 
the absolute value is uncertain. One example of this sort of data is the count of 
improvements per person as an indicator of the health of our efforts to increase 
participation. I have always allowed each team at each quality station to count 
for themselves how many separate improvements they created and implemented. 
Several people, including our SME, have checked the reported numbers, and it 
appears that the teams were painfully honest. The fact is, though, that we were 
measuring a trend in uncertain data. The counted number of improvements 
per person was not precise, and we all knew it. But we also believed that our 
practices ensured that the count was consistent with time. In this situation, a 
measured trend in the consistent data told us what we needed to know, even 
though the absolute number of improvements was somewhat uncertain.

The second situation in which we trended uncertain data was with data that 
truly had no individual value. Exxon was clearly on the very forefront of con-
verting process industries to statistical quality methods. As a result, the pre-
ferred indicator of product quality was the statistical process capability index, 
or Ppk (this would be Cpk in discrete manufacturing, but that difference is not 
important here).

For those who are unfamiliar with Ppk, here is a brief description. Process 
capability is a statistical comparison between the range of the product specifica-
tions and the natural variation of a process. If the process operation is “centered” 
within the range of the product specification and the natural variation of the 
process operation around that centered value is fully contained within the 
 allowable range of the product specification, then there is very little likelihood 
of producing bad product, absent a special cause of unnatural variation.

Normally the natural variation of a process is measured using standard devia-
tion, which is indicated using the Greek notation of sigma (or σ). In round num-
bers, all of the natural variation of a process occurs within three standard deviations 
on either side of the center. When a process is so consistent that 3σ of natural 
 variation on each side of the center (6σ total variation) is fully contained within 
the product specification, there is no expectation of producing a bad product, 
absent a special cause. This is the origin of the concept of 6σ production.

From that description, it is apparent that the process capability index is 
 specific to individual products and processes. But for my purposes as manager 
of a very large business with many products, I had no value for 250 or more 
separate measures of product quality. Instead, I wanted to have a single number 
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that represented the trend of improvement across the business. (I recognize that 
this is starting to sound like OEER, but remember that this is not a measure 
for the front-line teams, this is a measure for me. OEER is often useful, but not 
for front-line teams.) So I began to compute an average Ppk that represented 
the quality of all our production. Anyone with any statistical training recog-
nizes immediately that the concept of an average Ppk has no meaning. I also 
believe that is true. The instantaneous or absolute value of the average Ppk for 
250 separate products does not convey any useful information. At the front line, 
and for most purposes, the only acceptable report of product quality is the direct 
measure of statistically correct individual Ppk for each product.

That being said, the trend of the average Ppk for all the products that we 
 produced provided interesting information that pretty well represented the 
progress of product quality improvement in a very large multiproduct operation. 
I used to tell statistical purists that they could think of this as a dimensionless 
number. It had no precise meaning, but as it got bigger, I knew that was good.

Key Idea: For the purpose of understanding the business or gaining 
 useful information, it is possible to find interesting trends in data, even 
when the individual values of the data are without meaning.

defend Your Measures
There are a lot of ways that intelligent managers can make improvement appear 
to happen as the result of actions taken at the analyst’s desk without causing any 
change at all in the way that the business is conducted. Unfortunately, over the 
last 40 years, I have seen most of them.

Example: In one interesting case, a process unit could equally pro-
duce either of two different products and normally produced a mix 
of the two. During a period when the market demand had changed 
to substantially favor one of these products, a new executive was 
assigned responsibility for that unit. He convinced his analyst that 
the product currently out of favor in the market was not a primary 
product, but only a by-product. By simply changing the definition, 
the analyst stopped considering about half of the prior manager’s 
total production. As a result of analytically reducing previously 
reported output, and thereby changing historical performance, this 
manager was able to report that efficiency was now higher than it 
had been. In fact, the actual performance was worse, not better.
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Managers who are measured by comparing output to capacity frequently find 
a way to justify underreporting capacity, or they delay reporting completion of 
capacity-improving projects. Both have the effect that output is being compared 
against less capacity than they truly have, so they are able to report that they are 
more successful at utilizing available capacity than they actually are. There are 
many ways to find a hole in an otherwise objective measurement system. When 
the measurement system becomes complex and unobvious, it enables even more 
of this practice. Every weakness in every measurement system that I have ever 
known about was exploited by some manager or analyst. And not one of these 
people believed that what they were doing was improper. They were simply 
doing their best to report good performance within the system created by senior 
management. If you create a system where it is easier to make improvement by 
sitting for a while with the analyst than it is by visiting the plant floor, then you 
will certainly get some managers who do just that.

The SME for your measurement system needs to monitor performance 
reports for evidence of this sort of behavior. When history changes, when capac-
ity projects routinely are “closed out” months after the equipment begins pro-
duction, or when it just seems that the reported results do not conform to your 
knowledge of the operation, your SME needs both access and authority to put 
the measurement practices back as they should be. This may be very difficult. 
Because the manager is apparently reporting according to the formal require-
ments of the system, it often takes a long time for the SME to identify the 
problem, and the reporting manager may have a well-rehearsed rationale for 
reporting as he or she has done. By the time that it is clear that a problem exists 
and requires resolution, issuing a correction may be an embarrassment. But you 
need a person who defends the credibility of your measurement system, and you 
must have management who supports that defense. Without that, your measure-
ment practices will soon have no value.

Summary of Chapter 12
Measurement is the strategic goal element with the greatest influence 
over what people will do.
The best indicator of successful culture change is the extent to which 
people join with you to improve the business.
Bulk measures of strategic business performance are the best indicator 
of small-event improvement.
The most visible and intuitive measure of any outcome is the physical 
value of a tangible result.
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Whatever you chose to measure, the measurement will be more 
valuable if you measure all of it at one time.
Measures must be credible and consistent.
It is possible to measure subjective performance in a useful way by using 
a subject matter expert (SME) to provide credibility and consistency.
It is possible to measure the bulk effect of performance for which 
there are no individual data.
It is possible to measure meaningful trends in an aggregation of data 
that has no individual meaning.
It is necessary to defend your measurement system against changes 
that will disrupt credibility.
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Chapter 13

Managing the 
Competence of Your 
Employees, Especially in 
business-Critical roles

Key Idea: There is a clear relationship between the competence of people 
in critical positions and the performance of their organizations. Under-
standing and managing that relationship can provide a very powerful tool 
for improvement.

A critical issue in business performance is the active engagement of all people 
working toward a common purpose: that is the essence of this book. However, 
as I have gained more and broader experience with the success derived from 
engaged people, it has become apparent to me that another factor is also impor-
tant. That factor is the competence of a few people working in business-critical 
assignments. Achieving truly great performance, at the upper end of world-class 
results, requires that, in addition to an engaged workforce, a few people in 
 business-critical roles must demonstrate high competence.

For the purpose of understanding the relationship between corporate perfor-
mance and personal competence, the only relevant consideration is the current, 
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real-time performance of highly competent people in critical assignments. General 
personal competence, future potential, and suitability for other roles are all 
important attributes, but they are irrelevant to this discussion because they 
have no direct impact on current corporate performance. A person may have 
broad general competence in many areas (i.e., a jack-of-all-trades), but unless 
that person is highly competent now in a specific critical position, that general 
competence does not have an impact on corporate performance. The same is 
true of a person who may have future potential to be president of the company 
but today is a modestly competent second-line supervisor. It is also true of a 
person who might sometime be a great sales representative but today is a poor 
engineer. In contrast, a person who has no general competence, no potential for 
career advancement, and no suitability for other roles may have a current posi-
tive impact on performance by being highly competent at just one critical task.

I began to understand this issue after I commenced a formal assessment of 
the relationship between the competence of individuals and the performance of 
their organizations. Since then, I have done this assessment many times in many 
places, with surprisingly similar results. In some cases, without conducting a 
formal assessment, it has been possible to use the general knowledge gained by 
several years of assessing competence to look for attributes of an organization 
that indicate a focused change in competence would be of immediate value. This 
chapter describes the genesis and process of competence assessment as well as 
some of the general knowledge and lessons for management that I have obtained 
from those assessments. Finally, the chapter includes a few practical recommen-
dations for management action that I have distilled from the knowledge gained 
during this process.

Early assessments of Individual 
Employee Competence
When I began to study the relationship between the competence of individuals 
and the performance of their organizations, the study was associated with my 
other work to continuously enhance the engagement of all the people in prac-
ticing improvement. At that time, I believed it would be appropriate to look at 
the competence of all people. To facilitate this assessment, I developed a simple 
standard definition of the states of competence that I believed would be effective 
across the complete spectrum of occupations that might be encountered within 
a manufacturing organization. That standard is shown in Figure 13.1.

During these first assessments, I looked at all the people in an organiza-
tion and gathered a lot of demographic data on individuals, such as age, formal 
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 education, length of employment, and other attributes that I thought might have 
some bearing on competence. This was intended to be a comprehensive assess-
ment, and until I had some indication where the end point would be, I wanted 
to make certain that I had gathered adequate data to enable several possible 
 analytical routes.

figure 13.1 Competence matrix used in assessments.
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After 20 organizations had been assessed, I began to analyze the data. As 
you might expect, organizations with a more competent population generally 
 performed better than organizations with a less competent population. However, 
the correlations between individual competence and organizational performance 
were weak, and the exceptions to the correlations were plentiful. It was clear 
from that first analysis of the data that the general competence of an organiza-
tion’s employees is important, but not much more important than many other 
factors. The small performance benefit of improved general competence could 
easily be overwhelmed by other small differences. Something more was needed 
before this work would have the value that I believed was available.

recognizing the Importance of Critical Positions 
to the Overall Performance of the Organization
The something more that was needed was the concept of critical positions.

Key Idea: A critical position is defined as one in which the incumbent has 
personal influence on the performance of an important aspect of the orga-
nization’s business or has personal influence on the performance of several 
other people who collectively influence the performance of an important 
aspect of the organization’s business.

It may sound as if I have just defined most, if not all, supervisory and mana-
gerial positions as critical, but you should wait before coming to that conclusion, 
because it is not accurate. Critical positions vary from place to place. Here are 
a few examples:

A specialty chemical operation with many products and a product portfo-
lio that changes rapidly to reflect new technical capabilities of the manu-
facturer as well as ongoing customer developments defined two analytical 
chemist positions in the manufacturing support laboratory as critical.
Another operation with a stable but very wide variety of products defined 
the production planner/scheduler position as critical.
A pump manufacturer decided that it was critical to have a true subject 
matter expert in each of the maintenance craft areas.
Several operations defined nonsupervisory “group leaders” as critical, while 
defining many of the front-line supervisors as noncritical.
Several plants defined a nonsupervisory engineering specialist position 
that served as a technical resource to the organization as critical.
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Surprisingly often, critical positions turn out to be individual contributors, 
and not supervisors or managers. These are positions where someone personally 
does an important task that must be done very well for the business to succeed. As 
an alternative, these are positions where a credible individual with great personal 
expertise can help others to become better at a more general task. There are 
 certainly critical positions that are supervisory or managerial positions, but I have 
found those to be less than half of the total of critical positions in most places.

Having assessed nearly 200 organizations in different companies, different 
nations, and different industries so far, I have found that critical positions are 
 normally between 8% and 12% of the total positions in the business. Especially in 
multishift operations, some of these critical positions are occupied by more than 
a single individual. However, recognizing that many of these critical positions 
are individual contributor positions, the people who occupy critical positions are 
generally between 10% and 15% of the total population of a business. Notice 
that there are two distinct concepts here: first, there are the critical positions 
 themselves, and then there are the people who occupy critical positions.

As I began to understand the relationship between critical positions and 
organizational performance, the collection and analysis of data focused only 
on critical positions, and the result began to become very valuable. In fact, 
everything of useful management value that I have learned about the relation-
ship between individual competence and the performance of organizations was 
learned with respect to people who occupy critical positions. The material in the 
rest of this chapter reports those findings.

The basis of data gathering to assess 
Employee Competence
To assess competence, I look at two measures of a business, described in the 
 following subsections.

Measure the Percentage of Critical Positions Occupied by 
Highly Competent People

The first measure of importance to this assessment is the extent to which the 
critical positions of the business are currently occupied by individuals consid-
ered to have competence at level III or level IV, as described in Figure 13.1. For 
simplicity, I routinely describe people at competence levels III and IV as “highly 
competent people.” The measure used was the simple percentage of critical 
 positions occupied by highly competent people. The range of possible results 
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for this measure was from 0% (representing a business with no highly compe-
tent people in critical positions) to greater than 100% (representing a business 
with all or most critical positions occupied by highly competent people and also 
at least some “excess” highly competent replacements trained and available to 
ensure a continuation of high competence at all times).

There is a possibility that an organization could have a very high result for 
this measure because it has several highly competent people staged for a few 
critical positions, while other critical positions are without any highly competent 
person. That being said, when organizations were careful enough with formal 
training programs to have many highly competent people aligned with critical 
positions, those people were normally fairly distributed. Even when there was a 
small gap in their training program due to an unrecognized critical position, the 
analysis of their performance was consistent with other data in the comparative 
assessment that will be described later in this chapter.

Key Idea: It is important to note that highly competent people who 
did not occupy critical positions did not demonstrate an impact on the 
 business performance. These highly competent people, and also other 
 natural leaders or naturally influential people, certainly make a contribu-
tion, but that contribution alone does not appear to significantly change 
the competitive performance of their organizations.

Measure the Overall Performance of the Organization
The second business factor for this analysis was a measure of the performance 
of the organization. Since I have looked exclusively at manufacturing organi-
zations while conducting the competence assessments, the measure of perfor-
mance that I selected was the overall equipment effectiveness ratio (OEER). The 
OEER is a popular combination measure of manufacturing success comprised 
of three factors:

 1. The reliability or availability of the means of production (normally 
equipment).

 2. The productivity or the rate at which available capacity for production was 
actually utilized.

 3. Product quality, or the rate at which utilized capacity produced good 
products.

As discussed in Chapter 12, the OEER is not my favorite measure for many 
purposes associated with small-event improvement because it is too complex to 
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be intuitively comprehended, therefore it has little communication value. The 
OEER is also fairly easily manipulated by a manager who underreports available 
capacity. But OEER has two good attributes that make it very valuable for the 
purpose of this assessment:

 1. It is in common use among people practicing lean manufacturing.
 2. The data to create reasonably good information for computing the OEER 

is readily available, even in those plants that do not currently use the 
 measure for their own reporting.

The Process of data gathering to assess 
Employee Competence
The assessment that I am about to describe probably does not seem very sophis-
ticated, and it is not. For a business with 100 or fewer total people and a good 
manager who has been in place for several years, a similar assessment and use of 
data like this is almost intuitive. The importance of this more formal and struc-
tured approach to competence assessment is that it allows larger organizations 
or managers with short tenure to routinely achieve the same knowledge through 
a disciplined process.

Key Idea: As with many of the ideas in this book, in small groups, there 
often are successful individuals who can easily and naturally manage all 
the aspects of the human side of the business. The reason for developing 
formal practices is to enable most people in large organizations to do 
the same.

Step 1: Identify the Critical Positions in Your Organization
The first step in gathering the data at a particular plant or business is to identify 
your critical positions. Remember that the test for a critical position is that the 
person in that position does one of two things:

Individually performs a business-critical function, or
Influences the performance of several other individuals who collectively 
perform a business-critical function.

Identification of critical positions is not a scientific undertaking. Do not 
 overwork the process. A prompt good start followed by evolutionary improvement 

�
�



226  ◾  A Culture of Rapid Improvement

is the way to approach this sort of task. In organizations having up to 500 peo-
ple, I have worked with local managers to get this task completed in less than 
half a day. You may recall that Chapter 12 discussed the use of a subject matter 
expert (SME) to bring some objectivity, or at least some consistency, to subjec-
tive analysis. Competence assessment is a perfect example of a good use of that 
technique to facilitate the process and to give results from diverse operations 
greater consistency than they might otherwise enjoy.

Step 2: Assess the Individuals Working in Your 
Critical Positions

The next step is to assess the individuals who currently occupy those critical 
positions. In most cases, you should also assess others who have previously occu-
pied those positions, along with those individuals who might occupy critical 
positions in the future. The assessment is made against the competence criteria 
described earlier in Figure 13.1.

With the right people in the room, including the need to change the people 
in the room as the positions being assessed move through the organization, 
it should be possible to complete this assessment in about 5 minutes per person. 
For an organization of about 500 people, with a maximum of 15% of the people 
potentially occupying critical positions, this assessment should be complete in 
one day. It may be a long day, but get it done. And again, the use of a SME to 
facilitate the discussions results in both better and faster completion.

Correlating Personal Competence with 
Organizational Performance
As described earlier, the competence of the total population has some correlation 
to the performance of the organization, but the correlation is not strong, and 
many organizations present obvious exceptions to the rules of practice derived 
from the correlations that exist. That is not true of critical positions. Compe-
tence of the people in critical positions corresponds very closely to organiza-
tional performance, and there are very few exceptions to the rules of practice 
suggested by that correspondence.

As I analyzed a growing number of businesses, I created a “competence” 
ranking of organizations based on the percentage of critical positions occupied 
by highly competent people and another “performance” ranking of the same 
organizations based on the corresponding OEER results. As a result, I had 
 produced a rank-ordered list of the critical competence of each business (from 



Managing the Competence of Your Employees  ◾  227

the most competent to the least competent) and also a rank-ordered list of the 
performance of each business (from the highest OEER to the lowest). The result 
was almost amazing.

With a modest allowance for measurement error (currently with data on about 
200 assessed operations, I allow plus or minus five positions on the competence 
list), almost every business that has been assessed occupies a comparable position 
on both lists. Even more important for the purpose of using these data for man-
agement action, there are very few operations that appear to be clear exceptions 
to developing a rule of practice that highly competent people in critical positions 
are an important factor in the success of the enterprise. For these purposes, a 
“clear exception” is considered to be a business that is “out of position” by more 
than plus or minus 15 positions on the competence rank, when comparing the 
business’s position on the competence ranking with the predicted position on the 
performance ranking.

Key Idea: The theory of industrial competence provided by this result 
is straightforward. Highly competent people in critical positions are a 
significant factor in determining the extent of business success that can 
be achieved.

With the confidence derived from a lot of data, that statement is the basis for a 
general rule of management practice with strong correlation and few exceptions. 
The next issue is to apply that knowledge to benefit individual businesses.

Management lessons from Competence assessment
Having identified the general rule that, with some confidence, more highly com-
petent people in critical positions corresponds to more business success, I began 
to torture the data to see if it would confess other things as well. Indeed, there 
are several other very interesting lessons of general applicability. I have often 
used these lessons to great benefit even without conducting a formal assessment. 
Here are several that may be of value to you and your business.

Focus Your First Personnel Development Actions on 
Critical Positions

In the early assessments, data were gathered on all people. Those data did con-
firm a general correlation between overall competence and performance, but the 



228  ◾  A Culture of Rapid Improvement

correlation was weak. Because there were also many exceptions, it was uncertain 
if an investment to raise the competence of all the people would actually provide 
improved performance. With a large training cost and an uncertain business 
return, the prospect of mass competence improvement was not a management 
strategy that I could recommend.

In contrast, the problem of low efficiency for the training effort and uncer-
tain expectations for the business outcome of providing training does not exist 
when considering critical positions. The correlation between highly competent 
people in critical positions and business success is very strong, and there are very 
few clear exceptions. As described before, critical positions are normally around 
10% of total positions, and less than 15% of the total population occupies 
 critical positions. Therefore it is possible to recommend a management practice 
that you formally manage the competence of the people who will occupy your 
critical positions. The training or development effort is reasonable, and there is 
high confidence in the outcome.

In fact, I have found that most businesses that have existed for some time 
already have about 10% of their total population who are highly competent as 
incumbents in critical positions or who would be highly competent in one of 
the critical positions if they were reassigned. Further, normally a minimum of 
about half of the critical positions are currently occupied by a highly competent 
person. The practical task of obtaining the business benefit from managing the 
relationship between personal competence and performance is quite achievable. 
Most businesses need to train or reassign only about 5% of their people to greatly 
improve performance.

Begin Promptly

With the assessments of people (one day) and positions (half a day) completed, 
even in a large organization of 500 people or so, you can begin actively managing 
competence by noon on the second day after you initiate the assessment. There is 
no reason or value to delay realizing the benefit of this assessment process. You 
should begin the assessment with the intent of getting immediate results.

You begin by specifically identifying the critical positions that currently do 
not have a highly competent incumbent. With that information you can do 
two things.

First, you can attempt to find someone in your existing organization who 
would be highly competent if he or she were in that position. If that additional 
data were one of the considerations in your initial assessment, as recommended, 
then you already have that information. To the extent that you have highly com-
petent people who can fill critical positions through reassignment, you can have 
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that improvement as fast as you can make the change. At several plants, the first 
reassignment to benefit from this work had occurred before I left the plant.

Second, if no highly competent person is immediately available, then you 
want to find someone in or out of your organization (including the incumbent) 
who can become highly competent with the addition of some focused personal 
development. This route takes longer, but it is one of the few training efforts that 
you will ever undertake with real confidence that there will be a direct correla-
tion with future improvements in business performance.

The important thing is this. Referring to the existing competence normally 
found in organizations as described above, even in a large organization of 
500 people, you are only looking at training or reassigning about 25 people (i.e., 
5%). You can do that. In fact, most businesses already have a better situation 
than the worst-case scenario of maximum need and minimum availability. And 
most organizations are already planning to do more training than this, but they 
do not anticipate such a great result. It takes a very long time and a lot of money 
to change the competence of an entire organization, but it is both affordable 
and relatively fast to change the competence of a few people to staff your critical 
positions. The demonstrated benefit of doing that is both large and relatively 
certain. The issue for management is to identify the correct few people for reas-
signment or focused development, and this process helps you do that.

Example: During one consulting assignment, I encountered an 
operation with truly severe mechanical reliability problems. After 
some discussion, I learned that they had an agreement with the local 
union that caused every job in the plant to be assigned purely on 
the basis of seniority. Because nearly all jobs except the maintenance 
crafts were rotating shift positions, the maintenance crafts were 
entirely populated with older workers who had entered the craft 
world with no experience and little training.

New management who had inherited this unusual situation 
believed that they were faced with a nearly insurmountable train-
ing burden before they could get out from under their reliability 
 problems. In fact, although they had a few people eager to become 
excellent craft workers, they were concerned that many of these older 
workers were not willing to make the effort to become expert at their 
crafts. Based on the insight gained from my experience with the 
competency assessment process, I was able to teach them that what 
they really needed for an immediate improvement was only a single 
person of high competence in each craft. With some very intense, 
highly focused training, they were able to rather quickly develop 
some real expertise in their five best craft people.
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Most of the existing craft people were competent (at level II in 
Figure 13.1), and now they also had some highly competent people 
(at levels III and IV in Figure 13.1) available for special situations 
and for mentoring the others. These managers never undertook a 
formal competency assessment, but they benefited from the general 
understanding of the results.

Spread the Word about Competence Management

Although I generally limited the discussion with the senior managers with 
whom I worked to analysis of critical positions for the business as an entirety, 
some of the most successful businesses promptly spread the word about manag-
ing competence broadly throughout their organizations, with real benefit. It is 
common in a manufacturing environment to have very well-known differences 
in performance among small teams doing the same or similar work. The perfor-
mance of one team is known to be good, and the performance of another team is 
recognized to be bad. This sort of disparity is very apparent in multishift opera-
tions, where several teams operate the same equipment, producing the same 
products, but with very different performance. In most cases, the differences are 
not addressed because they are assumed to be personal to the team leader, or just 
a coincidence of good or bad people accumulating on the same team.

The fact is that accumulation of good and bad people in one place is exactly 
what has happened. Good people enjoy working together, working for a good 
team leader, and producing a superior outcome. Similarly, poor performers enjoy 
working for a weak supervisor. That result of differing performance among 
several teams is very quickly manageable. Although it does not fit the defini-
tion of managing business-critical positions for the entire business, this sort of 
situation may very well be business critical to the performance of a second-line 
supervisor. When senior management communicates the simple concepts of 
competency management broadly, I have often seen middle managers decide 
that certain positions were critical to their part of the business and take their 
own prompt action to manage competence locally.

The most common response of middle management is the immediate 
 reassignment of a few high-performing individuals to spread the wealth by break-
ing up the teams that have accumulated all the good people. Some focused train-
ing to enhance local competence is also possible at levels below the enterprise 
level. And, honestly, in some situations, the people on the poor teams with the 
weak supervisor usually are already more competent than they are demonstrating. 
They do not need further training to improve. Breaking up the bad teams often 
produces an improvement, with nothing more required. Again, competence 
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awareness and management is just another tool for organizational analysis and 
improvement that you can easily deliver to your organization with great effect.

Recognize That Not All Managers Need to Be 
Highly Competent

One finding that was of real interest to me is that no organization that I have 
encountered has believed that it was necessary for all of its top managers to be 
highly competent. On average, the result was that most organizations believe it 
is necessary that only about three out of five top managers be highly competent. 
The most interesting thing about this finding is that, unless you have a truly 
incompetent member of senior management or a dictatorial and modestly com-
petent most senior leader, it does not seem to matter which three of the five senior 
leaders are highly competent. I think that this is good news, not bad. Leadership 
is definitely important. But there appears to be plenty of space to accommodate 
management development and other assignments that take leaders out of their 
comfort (and competence) zones for a while.

There is also space to accommodate leaders who have reached their limits. 
The Peter Principle suggests that highly competent people are promoted until 
they become incompetent. That probably is an exaggeration. Based on my 
experience, highly competent people are probably promoted until they become 
merely competent. And this study suggests that there is room at or near the top 
for some of those people to make good contributions, with no adverse impact on 
the business success.

Many Critical Positions Are Underappreciated

A longer-term management issue is that during the assessments, it was relatively 
easy to identify critical positions using the simple definition provided. When 
we sat managers down and systematically sorted through the organization look-
ing for jobs that had a critical impact on the performance of the business, they 
quickly identified them, and normally there was little disagreement among the 
several managers present. Many of those critical positions were individual con-
tributor positions.

The management opportunity is that, prior to exercising a formal discipline 
of identifying these nonmanagement positions as critical to business success, 
most managers had not spent much time thinking about either the position or 
the incumbent. Except in the very best organizations, it was extremely unusual 
to find a formal development or succession plan in place to ensure competence 
in these positions. Managers appear to be strongly biased toward managing 
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 development and succession in management and supervisory positions. In con-
trast, the critical individual contributor positions often had received no prior 
thought at all in that regard.

In several cases, it was clear that I was brought in as a consultant because 
the business was not as good as it once had been. During the assessment, the 
older members of the management team frequently recalled that when the busi-
ness had been more successful, the critical individual contributor positions had 
been occupied by highly competent persons. However, no one was specifically 
managing the competence of nonmanagerial positions. When the previous 
highly competent person retired, quit, transferred, or died, a new person of 
only modest competence took that critical job. There was no plan to create 
a new highly competent person. As a result, business performance declined, 
and few members of senior management recognized the reason why that had 
 happened. This situation is very common when businesses merge or sell. A great 
many people of lengthy experience and high competence disappear at the time 
of the event, and because this is just one of many changes in progress, no one 
notices until the effect of the lost competence appears on the bottom line some 
time later.

This experience of institutional memory of prior competence corroborates 
the concept. It also is a useful management tool. Often the person who once 
was highly competent is still around, but in another job, or has retired but is 
available to return as an advisor to the organization. That person can either be 
quickly reassigned or at least promptly return for a while to provide a focused 
development program for the current incumbent. The lesson derived from 
this exercise is to develop the discipline of succession planning for critical 
individual contributor positions exactly the same as you practice for manage-
ment positions.

Key Idea: Remember that the correlation between business performance 
and the extent to which critical positions are occupied by highly competent 
people extended past the 100% mark on the occupancy scale. Organizations 
with highly competent people in all the critical positions as well as highly 
competent backfills for those critical positions performed even better than 
the organizations with only highly competent incumbents. A formal devel-
opment and succession plan to provide a continuous presence of highly 
competent people in critical individual contributor roles, including even 
temporary replacement to cover for absence, is a good investment for most 
businesses and a good discipline for management.
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lessons to be learned from the Exceptions
As discussed earlier in this chapter, one of the problems with the early assess-
ments that attempted to consider the competence of all the people was that there 
were quite a few clear exceptions to the rule that higher competence produced 
better performance. The existence of those exceptions made it uncertain that we 
could predict success even for an organization that was willing to undertake a 
massive program to improve competence of the general population.

There were also a few clear exceptions in the assessments that considered 
only the competence of people in the critical positions. In that case, because 
the relationship between performance and competence was clear and the excep-
tions were few, it was possible to establish a beneficial rule for management 
practice. It was further possible to look closely at the relatively few exceptions 
to see if there was anything to learn. If the correlation between competence in 
critical positions and performance is really strong, why would some organiza-
tions not follow it? It was a real revelation to me that in several situations, when 
we studied the exceptions closely, what we found actually reinforced the general 
rule that competence in critical positions corresponds to performance. Once we 
understood the mechanism or the special cause that resulted in the exceptions to 
the rule, we found that the rule applied even where it did not appear to do so.

Example 1: In the first exception that I studied closely, the mea-
sured performance (OEER) was much greater than would have been 
predicted by the competence of the people in the critical positions. 
Upon detailed examination, it was determined that this particular 
plant had quite a few more people than similar plants. Nothing in 
the OEER measurement of performance considers the efficiency of 
the workforce. The managers of this plant were achieving operating 
performance that exceeded what was predicted by their competence 
because they had deployed a larger workforce to accommodate the 
lack of skills. Plant management and business management was 
aware that their workforce was out of line with peers, but they did 
not know what to do about it. They believed (correctly) that they 
needed all the people they had in order to perform well in produc-
tion and quality. Because they were fielding superior performance 
at the customer interface in a highly profitable business, they did 
not receive a lot of adverse attention for the problem of an excess 
workforce. Competence assessment set them on the path to sustain-
ing their good performance with an appropriate workforce and even 
better profitability.
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Example 2: The other interesting exception was a plant where the 
actual performance was far less than would have been predicted 
based on the assessed competence of the people. As we studied that 
plant in detail, we came upon a truly odd result. As I have described 
it, the competence assessment process is largely based on a SME 
interviewing local management and drawing on their knowledge of 
the business and the people. That is recognized to be somewhat sub-
jective, but the use of a SME for consistency provided generally good 
results across a wide variety of operations, nations, and businesses. 
Unfortunately, in this case, that practice let us down.

When we found that this plant was reporting very high compe-
tence for people in critical positions but delivering very low overall 
performance, we undertook a serious examination in even more detail 
than normal and with more external resources than normal. What 
we learned was that the plant manager and the entire senior staff 
of that plant had very little knowledge of either the business or the 
people. Because they did not have good knowledge of the business, 
they failed to understand that they were by far the worst plant of their 
type. Because they did not have good knowledge of the people, they 
reported to us that all their folks were highly competent.

We had somehow encountered a plant where the entire senior 
management team did not know what they were about and in fact 
knew so little that they did not realize that they even had a problem! 
They were nice people, and at least one of them was considered to 
have good potential for the future. But in that plant, at that time, 
we did not have three out of five senior managers who were highly 
competent in their current assignments. Once again, the discipline 
of competence assessment proved that the rule of competence cor-
responding to performance is correct and the apparent exception led 
to a significant opportunity for immediate improvement.

Summary of Chapter 13
A critical factor of business success is an engaged workforce. With 
an engaged workforce, truly great performance correlates strongly 
with a few highly competent people in business-critical roles.
This assessment is a real-time determination of an individual’s ability 
to contribute to the success of the enterprise.

�
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There is only a modest correspondence between the competence of 
all the people in a business and the performance of that business, 
and there are many clear exceptions to suggest that the influence 
of general competence cannot be distinguished from many other 
 factors that modestly influence performance.
Critical positions are positions where the incumbent has personal influ-
ence over some aspect of business performance or personal influence 
over other people who collectively influence business performance.
Critical positions are often nonsupervisory or individual contribu-
tor positions.
The correspondence between the competence of people in critical 
positions and the performance of their organization is strong, and 
there are few clear exceptions.
Competence data gathering should utilize input from several knowl-
edgeable managers and preferably also a SME to produce a result 
that is as consistent and credible as possible.
Management action to fill critical positions with highly competent 
people can begin immediately after completing the assessment either 
through reassignment or focused personal development.
Use of competence assessment as a senior management tool for 
the business often results in greater awareness and valuable general 
management action throughout the enterprise.
Not all managers need to be highly competent. Generally, only 
three out of five senior managers at the highest competence levels 
is sufficient.
Individual contributor positions are often unrecognized and unappre-
ciated despite being critical to business success. Competency man-
agement and succession planning for those positions often produces 
surprisingly strong benefits.
If you find organizations that are reporting competence that does 
not correspond to their reported performance (both good and bad), 
it is often possible to learn valuable lessons from those exceptions.
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VgETTINg 
STarTEd IN YOur 
OrgaNIzaTION

In the Preface, I suggested that by the end of two years, you ought to enjoy sub-
stantially improved performance and have all the elements of a culture of rapid 
improvement in place. When I encounter businesses where the improvement 
efforts have been “in progress” for longer than two years without achieving a 
step change in the pace of improvement or without achieving autonomous par-
ticipation, there is always an identifiable problem.

There are several possible causes for the problem of a business that has a case 
of the chronic slows, but four failures of leadership are the most common:

Reason 1: Management has attempted to jump directly to autonomous 
action, but did not establish the required foundation. This is common 
when management hopes that everyone else will change, but that manage-
ment will not have to.
Reason 2: Management has focused its improvement efforts toward imple-
menting a tool of improvement (such as 6σ) rather than toward strategic 
business goals. The people of the business often become excellent practitio-
ners of the tool, but they rarely make the business more successful.
Reason 3: Management believed that a great deal of training and other 
preparation was required before improvement could begin. The business 
therefore devoted a lot of time and money to preparation, but never got to 
the stage of actually practicing improvement.

�

�

�
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Reason 4: Management has attempted to reproduce the specific practices 
(such as quality stations) observed at a successful business rather than 
learning why those practices work and adapting that theory to the special 
needs of its own business and people. The theories of improvement and 
culture travel well, but most successful practices are local.

The Path forward
One of several possible ways to avoid getting a case of the slows in your improve-
ment process and get a good start toward establishing your new culture is to 
manage your activities and measure your progress in six-month segments. Track-
ing progress in six-month increments ensures prompt action, but avoids the con-
fusion of shorter periods when early systemic improvement can be overshadowed 
by natural variation in the conduct of the business. A two-year plan with four 
well-defined six-month increments allows management to focus on conduct-
ing the business, including the business of improvement, with some clarity and 
assurance of success. During each of these four phases of implementation, you 
will need to address the five critical elements of culture change:

 1. Provide clear goals that people can achieve.
 2. Provide new tools or capabilities for people to make changes.
 3. Change the culture or the social interactions that define teamwork and 

inclusion in your workplace.
 4. Conduct formally organized pilot projects that demonstrate your goals, 

tools, and culture and provide immediate improvement to the business.
 5. Sustain or prepare to sustain the improvements that you are making.

The material that follows in Chapters 14 through 17 is more detailed than 
the rest of this book. It will describe clear guidelines and milestones for specific 
activities to be achieved in each of the four six-month improvement cycles during 
the first two years of your implementation. However, there is no suggestion here 
that improvement can be reduced to a cookbook or formula that you can follow 
without the creative input of your own team. In fact, many of the activities dur-
ing this period call specifically for the creation of strategies and practices that 
are special to your business. But I think it will be useful for your planning if I 
describe a specific path that I have followed with some success as a reference.

If you want to vary from this path or add and subtract from the details 
according to the character of your own business and people, that is fine. But as 
you proceed with planning and implementing your new culture, this model can 
be a good reference for the sort of things that you ought to be doing or the pace 
that you ought to be achieving in order to make the best possible progress.

�
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Chapter 14

Phase I: The first 
Six Months

During the first six-month period, you will set the foundation for the rest of 
your work. This does not imply in any way that this is a period when there will 
be no improvement. Instead, real, measured progress in performance, not just in 
implementation, needs to occur in each six-month period. As described in the 
Section V introduction, the activities will be in five areas. For Phase I, these key 
initiatives are

 1. Create strategic goals for the business.
 2. Give your people new capabilities or tools to practice improvement.
 3. Begin the discussion of new social interactions and a new culture for the 

business that is more inclusive for individuals and more autonomous.
 4. Conduct at least one pilot project that will put real examples in place of 

how the tools and strategies for improvement work within your business.
 5. Establish the basis for sustaining the improvements.

This chapter describes each of these five initiatives in more detail.

Task 1: Create Strategic goals for Your business
The work of creating strategic goals was the subject of Chapter 2. It will probably 
take senior management the full six months of Phase I to formulate the initial 
set of strategic goals. This is because you will need serious internal and external 
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research to fully understand the future demands of your external environment as 
well as the current internal capabilities of your enterprise. From that assessment 
of strategic strengths and needs, the team of senior leaders will need to agree on 
the few changes of real importance that are both necessary and sufficient to close 
the gaps between what you can do now and what you will need to do during the 
next five years. Although I do not often believe that true consensus is required, 
because the goals established during this phase will be the basis for focused 
action throughout the organization for several years, this is one case where I do 
believe that the management team must reach actual consensus before you begin 
to disseminate the goals to others.

This is a six-month task because you will not be working all day, every day on 
the development of strategic goals. There are necessary breaks in the action while 
you wait for information or analysis or as you experience delays in scheduling 
meetings with external stakeholders, such as customers. The leaders of your busi-
ness also need time during these six months to manage the existing demands 
of conducting your ongoing business. Six months allows time for a thorough 
analysis and also for obtaining consensus among the senior management team 
before going forward.

Do make sure, however, that you have finished establishing and writing your 
goals within this first six months. Your business will be better if you proceed 
with goals that are directionally correct (even though they may be imperfect) 
than if you delay for additional months in what is sure to be a futile attempt to 
achieve a perfect statement of your goals.

Task 2: give Your People New Capabilities or 
Tools to Practice Improvement
The second task of Phase I is to provide new capabilities for improvement. Chronic 
operating problems generally exist today because your people do not have the 
capability to fix them. In addition to problem resolution, the same concept is 
generally true for improvement opportunities that have gone unrealized. Even 
without a new culture, there are honest hardworking people throughout your 
business who would be glad to fix the chronic problems they have to live with 
and equally happy to capture the new opportunities you present to them. But 
they need the capability to do that.

For example, a key element in lean manufacturing is greatly increasing the 
flexibility for product-to-product transitions along with greatly improving the 
reliability of your plant and equipment and supply chain to enable you to produce 
good products on demand. Together, these physical improvements enable the 
logical improvement of lean manufacturing. The important breakthrough that 
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has brought about the recent progress in lean manufacturing is not the knowl-
edge that large inventories and the associated problems are caused by inflexibility 
and unreliability: everyone in manufacturing has known that for decades. For 
example, the practice of calculating economic order quantities originally devel-
oped by F. W. Harris in 1913 was an attempt to optimize the inflexibility that 
could not be avoided with traditional tools for product-to-product transitions. 
The critical breakthrough is that now we have the technology to enable rapid and 
inexpensive product transitions as well as several new capabilities in equipment 
design, maintenance, and reliability. We are fixing well-known problems because 
we now have the capability to fix them, not because we just discovered them.

During Phase I, as senior management develops your goals, you also need to 
select some new tools for improvement that are appropriate to your goals as you 
understand those developing goals. Clearly, if you know of new technical capa-
bilities that will resolve long-standing problems, you will want to include those. 
This first set of new tools will not likely be the complete set that will exclusively 
serve your business needs in the future. However, it does need to represent a set 
of new capabilities that will quickly enable you and your people to demonstrate 
improvements that are aligned with your goals. Management will gain tremen-
dous credibility for your initiative if you simply enable people to fix a problem 
that is well known and has high value.

Fortunately, introduction of a new capability for improvement is often more 
practical than it sounds. You may have identified or even initiated the use of 
some new tools already as a result of a current improvement effort. (Even if the 
initial results with a new tool have not been as successful as you wish, try again, 
but organize the effort differently, as in the pilot project described below.) Most 
manufacturing plants have one or more chronic reliability problems and several 
well-known problems with flexibility that can be solved with the enabling tools 
of lean manufacturing. Whatever direction is developing for your strategic goals, 
for most manufacturing businesses, fixing one of these well-known problems 
will be consistent with your goals as they progress.

There are several great new technologies of this sort for operating improvement 
that can be deployed with prompt results. A few of these will often get you off 
to a good start—for example, within this short list of technologies I have always 
found that one or more of them will produce a prompt improvement that will 
make a statement to your team about the new pace and success of improvement:

Single minutes exchange of dies (SMED).
Total productive maintenance (TPM).
Reliability engineering.
Value-stream mapping (VSM) or applying work management practices in 
administrative areas.

�
�
�
�
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Although there are many good books that completely describe each of these 
new capabilities, for completeness here, I will introduce each one briefly in the 
following subsections.

Single Minutes Exchange of Dies

Single minutes exchange of dies is the technology for rapid transition of equip-
ment from one configuration to another. It is useful for product-to-product 
changes that require mechanical reconfiguration of equipment as well as for a 
great many routine repetitive maintenance activities.

Here is a simple example that illustrates how it works: if you or I were to go 
out to our car and find a flat tire, it might take a half hour or more to change the 
one tire. Yet on television, we routinely watch racing professionals change four 
tires in 15 seconds. The difference is that they have made some modest modifica-
tions to the equipment (certainly modest relative to the total cost of the equip-
ment and the value of what is at stake), and they have prepared in advance to 
do the task well and fast. Manufacturers can use the same logic and technology 
whenever you have a mechanical task that routinely needs to be done well and 
fast. Note that while you and I would have changed the tire alone, the profes-
sionals use several people. In industry, it is often very cost effective to use extra 
resources to make a transition that gets the equipment back in service quickly.

Total Productive Maintenance

Total productive maintenance devotees will hate me for saying this, but the 
essence of TPM is that the people who operate equipment learn the basic 
 practices of caring for their equipment in much the same way that most con-
scientious car owners care for their cars. A conscientious car owner keeps his or 
her car clean, cool, and lubricated, and ensures regular performance of routine 
maintenance such as changing the oil and changing the filters. Conscientious 
owners also generally pay attention to the car, staying alert for anomalies in 
operation, sound, or performance. Sometimes the car owner does the work, and 
sometimes the owner arranges for the work to be done. When work is performed 
by others, the owner will “represent” the car to the mechanic.

In much the same way, TPM gives the owner-operator of industrial equip-
ment the primary capability and responsibility for the routine repetitive basic 
care and monitoring of the equipment he or she operates. This generally results 
in improved basic care, conducted when most appropriate to the operation. And 
it allows the craft workers to move up the ladder from routine work to work that 
truly requires craft skills.
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Reliability Engineering
Reliability engineering is the application of statistical analysis to equipment 
maintenance. There is great value in the sort of routine maintenance described in 
the previous section that owner-operators do. Those things generally constitute 
about one-quarter of all time-based maintenance (i.e., maintenance that occurs 
primarily because either calendar time or equipment run time has elapsed, and 
for no other reason). Beyond the work that is appropriate for owner-operators, 
most time-based preventive maintenance has little value. In fact, in round 
 numbers, half of time-based preventive maintenance is useless: it has no impact 
at all on equipment performance.

Even more surprising, the final quarter of time-based maintenance actu-
ally causes harm. This generally occurs when a perfectly good part is replaced 
with a new part that immediately suffers infant mortality. Reliability engi-
neering is the tool to move away from time-based maintenance to condition-
based maintenance, which is less expensive and produces a better result. In 
fact, abandoning the three-quarters of time-based maintenance that is either 
useless or harmful (i.e., the time-based maintenance that is not included in the 
owner-operator routines of TPM) is often a good way to fund the initial work 
of reliability engineering.

Value-Stream Mapping
Value-stream mapping is the science of assessing work flow in search of activities 
that add little or no value. For light manufacturing and for administrative activi-
ties, value-stream mapping is the principle tool for identifying the accumulation 
of resources and associated non–value-adding work in order to resolve the cause 
of those accumulations. That is, VSM is the light industry and administrative 
approach to adopting lean practices.

As mentioned, each of these technologies is described in much more detail in 
other books, but this quick overview should give you some insight into these and 
other related new capabilities that are available to help you initiate pilot projects 
that will meet your needs in Phase I.

Task 3: Establish the basis for a New Social Culture 
That Is More Inclusive and More autonomous
The third task for Phase I is to begin the human part of culture change. This 
starts with enhancing the awareness of individual differences and personal 
 cultures at the management level. This should include a lot of conversation about 
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the differences that exist within the workplace now that prevent teams from 
forming and performing as they will need to do in the future. These will be 
difficult conversations for you. Therefore, now would be a good time to engage 
someone who has experience and expertise in this area to help you through this 
effort of talking about individual differences and preparing for the coming work 
of changing the way you manage the human side of your business. This will be 
the same person who trains your cultural team leader, to be described next.

During my seminars and workshops on culture, I routinely receive feedback 
that people cannot tolerate the fact that I talk about race, religion, and gender. 
Yet the undisputable fact is that in virtually all workplaces today, differences 
of race, religion, gender, gender orientation, and other personal attributes exist 
unresolved in a way that will, and does, interfere with establishing and operat-
ing high-performing teams. If you cannot tolerate hearing me talk about these 
topics in a classroom setting focused on culture, how will you ever have those 
conversations yourself with the folks who work for you?

Admittedly these are not conversations that anyone does well the first time 
with just natural empathy to guide them. You need a lot of experience to have 
this conversation successfully. During Phase I, you and your management 
team should begin to practice having cultural conversations of inclusion and 
 autonomy. The focus of these first conversations among managers will be the 
design of your practices for including individuals and for establishing the social 
standards that will enable autonomous actions in small teams.

For the rest of the organization, the immediate implication of culture change 
that you can begin to communicate to your people is that in the future, most 
work will be done in small teams and that people will become more autonomous 
within their teams. The best basis for small-event improvement is work-oriented 
teams that are often described as “natural work groups.” These teams include 
the front-line workers who share an easily identifiable, credibly common work 
set, along with one or a few other people who support their efforts. This support 
person might be an engineer, a craft supervisor, or a lab technician. As you begin 
to establish these small teams near the end of Phase I, either senior management 
or middle management can decide what teams are most appropriate to the task at 
hand, but you should make the relationships within the team natural and credible 
to the team members. Use the first six months to organize your front-line teams 
that will be the basis for future work. These teams will be months away from 
autonomy, but they need to be created now so that they can begin to establish 
their own standards and practices of working as a team and also so that during 
the second phase of implementation, they can conduct the goal translation.

Also near the end of the first six months, you should begin to communicate 
about the social elements of culture by describing the three-part model that 
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we have been using throughout this book. Provide team leaders and managers 
throughout your organization (managers first) with an introduction to the 
three-part model as a basis for the cultural conversations described in Chapter 8, 
which bring people together intelligently and inoffensively. It would be premature 
to encourage a lot of inexperienced people to try cultural conversation yet. 
 Managers need to get their own experience (as described above) before they can 
help others. But by describing the model of culture and the practice of using the 
model as a basis for future conversations that resolve interpersonal differences, 
you can achieve two things:

 1. You will get managers and team leaders thinking about the personal 
behaviors that they practice and that they see around them as a derivation 
of larger values and beliefs. This often has real value and little risk, as it is 
an essentially private or personal introduction to the team conversations 
that will occur later.

 2. As you begin to demonstrate some management-led examples of valuing 
individuals and some management-led examples of talking about culture 
in the new way, your people will recognize what you are doing as examples 
of what they will be doing soon.

Example: Try not to expect that people will naturally understand 
that your actions are intended to be exemplary. Always explain what 
you are doing. Because large chemical plants are huge expanses of 
concrete and equipment, we adopted the practice of having flower 
gardens near our shops, control houses, and other places where people 
gather. In what I believed to be an exemplary manner, I always picked 
a few weeds from the gardens whenever I entered one of those places. 
I hoped that others would see that example and adopt the practice. In 
my mind, the flower gardens would soon become self-maintaining.
 One of our superintendents picked a few weeds one day and 
called me afterward. Although he was laughing nearly too hard to 
get the message out, he reported that he had been asked to stop. He 
was told: “Don’t do that. Ray likes to do that himself.”

During Phase I, you should select one person who can serve as the leader 
of your cultural design team and as an advisor to management on social issues, 
including the emotional health of the organization. This should be an internal 
person if you have someone who has the capability to do this work. This person 
will work with the consultant and also with management.
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Key Idea: Senior management will need both the consultant and the 
internal resource until you are more comfortable with the activity. If you 
have a traditional organization and your only resource for cultural change 
is internal, you are not likely to truly address the tough issues that exist. 
A credible consultant can help ensure that you address issues with which 
you are truly uncomfortable.

Give the internal person you select specific training to develop formal skills 
in organizational culture. By the end of Phase I, you should be well along in 
developing your own internal subject matter expert (SME) in cultural matters. 
This assignment can be full time or part time, depending on the size and needs 
of your business, but it should be clear to you and to your organization that you 
have a new capability in human interactions.

Late in Phase I, as your cultural resource begins to be comfortable and compe-
tent in the assignment, you can begin to make those capabilities available to help 
team leaders as your teams begin to organize. Let your developing SME begin to 
practice and demonstrate the conversations of awareness and inclusion as soon 
as that capability has been developed. This is a great resource to keep your teams 
healthy and happy as they form. Forming work teams and keeping them healthy is 
not a new task, but now you can use your SME to demonstrate a new method of 
communications and new support for team leaders. Every time you demonstrate 
to people that you are working in a new and valuable way, you gain credibility.

Key Idea: You may already have work teams. Probably those teams are 
quite informal; you will benefit from exercising the team development 
described in this book to make your existing teams into the teams that 
you will need for the future.

As you begin talking openly about inclusion, awareness, and culture and 
obviously deploying a new resource, people begin to get accustomed to the idea 
and begin to expect cultural change. This may not sound like much, but cultural 
change is such an emotional topic that there is real value in getting people think-
ing about it before you begin to make more formal changes.

Task 4: Conduct Your first Pilot Project
The fourth management task for the first six months is to create a highly visible pilot 
project to demonstrate that your organization is now better able to fix some of its 
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known chronic problems. Chronic problems suck the life out of a manufacturing 
organization, and visibly fixing an important one will go a long way to establish the 
credibility of your efforts. Even if you have tried the same tools before, try again. 
The tools and technologies of improvement are just like other technologies. They 
do work, and they will work for you. The most common cause for disappointing 
results is the support (or, more specifically, the extent of support) that you give 
projects in the early days of using a new tool. The tools of improvement are 
 tremendously capable, but early efforts often need quite a bit of support to ensure 
success because the team is both learning the new tool as well as solving a problem. 
Think of solving this problem as a trial run for the sort of things that many people 
will be doing later. You truly need for this project to be successful, and therefore 
you need to support it in a way that will ensure success. Make it happen!

The way to initiate this pilot project to ensure success is to select a well-known, 
long-standing problem and then organize a team of your best people to use your 
new tools to fix it. Be sure that you put enough power on the team to ensure that 
the problem is successfully resolved. Establishing a basis for new activity is not 
a time to be stingy with resources. Doing a new thing for the first time is hard, 
and far too many new initiatives fail because of a simple lack of the resources 
and support needed. In chemical engineering, we refer to the excess capability 
needed at startup as “activation energy.” Once you pass through the activation 
energy threshold, continuing the new activity requires more normal resources, 
but you need to be certain that the pilot project is well staffed and successful 
before you can get to the point of normal practice. In the first instances, you 
need people who have the excess capability to do three different things:

 1. Learn the tool for themselves.
 2. Use it on this project.
 3. Teach it to others.

You should select team members who are capable of becoming either a team 
leader or a SME for other pilot projects that will be started in the future.

This first project might be a known reliability problem or a problem with 
inflexibility. I like to start with reliability or flexibility issues because I know 
that critical equipment that is unreliable or inflexible is often the most visible 
routine problem for people and because there are great tools to address these 
issues. However, if you decide that some other area is most important, then you 
certainly should start with correcting your own version of critical problems.

For communication purposes, pick a problem that demonstrates improvement 
that is consistent with your developing strategy and for which you have an appro-
priate new tool. For credibility, pick a problem that is well known as a chronic 
thorn in the side of your performance. It is never a good idea to demonstrate 
that your new tool for improvement can fix a trivial problem: instead, fix some-
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thing that people recognize is valuable. More practically, if management-led 
pilot projects with strong project teams cannot address and correct meaningful 
problems, you will never convince other people that they ought to be able to 
address them either. Normally, if you have a large business, you will want to 
select a project implementation team that includes members from throughout 
the several different parts of the company so that they can return to their home 
organizations and become part of distributing the new capabilities.

With great visibility and with some fanfare appropriate to your existing culture, 
publicly identify the problem to be solved and its strategic implications for the 
success of your business. Identify the new capability that you will use to resolve 
the problem. Remember that your pilot project is not a good example unless 
people know what you are doing and watch as you do it. Then set your team of 
good people in motion to fix it. They have six months. While management is set-
ting the strategic goals for the business, this pilot team will demonstrate to every-
one that new progress is about to occur using new capabilities for improvement. 
The message that you want to send is this: the strategic focus is effective, the new 
improvement tools work, and we know how to use both in our business.

Project selection is important for another reason: performance. Never allow 
your improvement teams to waste six months practicing new methods on small 
problems that will not change your performance. The first project alone should 
provide a meaningful increment of the step change that you want to achieve in 
business performance. Selecting and completing the right pilot project with the 
right people on the team is critical. You need to be careful in launching the right 
project and team, and you need to be certain that you manage this event to be 
successful. The technologies of improvement actually work, and you need to 
make certain that they work for you.

You should also anticipate that when new methods of improvement make an 
appearance in your operation, there will be natural leaders throughout your busi-
ness who immediately adopt them and, within their existing authority, conduct 
their own mini pilot projects. This is not yet autonomous activity, and you should 
be certain that even enthusiastic adopters follow existing authority and approval 
practices for this work. Autonomy is carefully managed; it comes later after you 
have created the framework for carefully managed autonomous work. However, 
these mini-pilot projects that pop up will also be immediately added to your base 
performance and will add to the credibility of your effort.

Example: When I first introduced two of Shigeo Shingo’s methods—
single minutes exchange of dies (SMED) and Poka-Yoke (mistake 
avoidance)—into the chemical industry, we had two maintenance 
craftsmen, one a mechanic and one an electrician, who immediately 
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adopted both new methods as their own. These two men, together, 
were responsible for the maintenance of a group of balers that 
 compressed synthetic rubber crumb into solid bales for packaging.
 They hung a sign over their little office on the production floor 
and labeled it the “SMED-quarters.” Thereafter, each time they 
had an opportunity, and in clear conformance with their existing 
authority, they made a series of changes to make the equipment more 
 flexible and the quality more visible. In addition to the improvements 
that these men made, the obvious adoption of “management’s new 
tool” by two very credible technicians had an amazing effect on the 
 psychology of the effort.

Task 5: Sustain Your gains
The final task for Phase I is to begin sustaining the gains. It probably sounds 
strange to begin the discussion of sustaining the gains during the first phase of 
implementation, but there are already aspects of your work that are both impor-
tant and fragile. Sustaining them now is critical. The most obvious among these 
is the measurement system.

An important part of establishing and communicating your strategic goals 
is determining the measurements that will be used to track progress. Setting the 
measurements for the first time requires a collaborative effort between manage-
ment and a SME who knows about measurement systems. (If you do not have 
such a person, you can create one now in the same way that you are creating 
the SME for culture change.) The SME will ensure that all the attributes of a 
 successful measurement system as described in Chapter 12 are followed and that 
all the capabilities of the measurement techniques described there are available 
to management.

Of equal importance, as soon as you communicate your measurement 
 system for the first time, the organization will respond. With nothing more 
than the measurement system as a basis for action, most managers through-
out the business will begin to manage in a way that conforms to the measures. 
This will almost certainly begin to occur before the translation to tactical goals 
and the commencement of autonomous action is complete. During this period, 
the measurements will begin to apply to real-world situations. As a result, you 
will immediately begin experiencing all the possible problems, exceptions, and 
attempts to beat the system. Every flaw or weakness in your system will be 
exposed in some way. Having a measurement SME immediately available to 
address these issues as they arise is of real value in establishing a measurement 
system that you can use over an extended period.
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Although a measurement SME is important, it is not a time-consuming role. 
Even in a global, multibillion dollar organization, the measurement SME func-
tion required less than 10% of one person’s time. Find a credible, competent 
person who really loves details and designate that person as the clearinghouse 
for all comments, concerns, or changes to the measurement system, and it will 
serve you well.

Summary of Chapter 14
At the end of the first six months after initiating efforts to create a cul-
ture of rapid improvement, you should have at least the following activi-
ties completed:

A formal, written business strategy that can communicate the goals 
of the enterprise throughout your organization.
A new (probably incomplete) tool set for practicing improvement.
A well-known pilot project that demonstrates the team process and 
the new tools.
A step change in performance resulting from the pilot project and 
other less formal adaptations of the new tools.
A cadre of future improvement team leaders and SMEs with experi-
ence gained while serving on the pilot team.
A SME trained in cultural activities who has credibility among 
your team.
A SME trained in measurement systems.
An awareness among your people that culture change is coming.

�
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Chapter 15

Phase II: The Second 
Six Months

During Phase II (the second six-month period) of your conversion to a culture of 
rapid improvement, you and your leadership team have another challenging set 
of tasks to complete in each of the five critical areas:

 1. Leaders throughout the business need to complete the goal deployment and 
translation process.

 2. Several new pilot projects will each resolve a visible and significant chronic 
problem. This will create a second round of prompt step changes in busi-
ness performance.

 3. The most senior leader of the business, in collaboration with your new 
subject matter expert (SME) on culture change, should form the culture 
design team (described as Diversity Pioneers in Chapter 9).

 4. The list of new tools and methods that you will use to support your strategy 
will grow. More new tools may be selected for use in new pilot projects. 
More people should become experienced and expert in their use.

 5. Management should establish and use a formal practice of communicating 
and auditing communications to enable you to sustain management infor-
mation and management direction as the autonomous culture begins to 
grow. Also, an important step in sustaining progress is to develop and use 
a formal practice to ensure that tactical goals, as they evolve over time, 
always add to or exceed the performance required by the strategic goals. 
You can test this system as you deploy your goals for the first time.

This chapter describes these five areas in more detail.
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Task 1: Complete the Process of deploying and 
Translating Your goals
The goal deployment and translation process was fully described in Chapter 3; 
during Phase II, the principle concern is that the strategic goals are leaving man-
agement and beginning to migrate through the rest of your organization. As a 
result of this migration, you will find that you are having frequent conversations 
about the strategic goals and developing tactics with many people. This is the 
famous “bulletin-board test,” when management hangs their ideas about the 
future needs and current capabilities of the business on the wall for everyone 
to see. Be prepared to make the case for your view of things, and be somewhat 
 flexible to accept input. Your strategic goals for the enterprise will become tactical 
goals for each team during this phase. This is the time during which strategic 
goals assume the additional characteristic as a tool of management communica-
tion. The goals, and the translation of the goals, will tell people in very specific 
terms how they can help improve the business.

It is critical that you very carefully follow the three-level view form of goal 
deployment as described. Recall (from Chapter 3) that this method of goal 
deployment considers, at each level, the input from higher levels and goals to be 
delegated to lower levels, as well as the goals and tactics adopted by peers. To use 
this process to strengthen your organization, you need to be certain that, at all 
levels, all people, including your middle managers, are thoroughly and personally 
engaged in the process of goal deployment. Through this, they will each define 
their personal role in leading and achieving your strategies. The three-level view 
also ensures that the tactical goals that result from the translation will produce 
actions that are additive and compatible throughout the business. To achieve the 
best rate of progress, you cannot accept any teams that make changes that are 
either counterproductive or strategically useless. Including managers at all levels 
of the organization in the activity of translation and ensuring that all tactical 
goals are additive and compatible requires the three-level view. Nothing else that 
I have encountered can achieve this effect.

The sum of all the performance targets established during goal translation 
at each level should be more than adequate to achieve the performance goals 
at the next higher level. If the aggregate of performance targets throughout 
the organization is not sufficient for the performance needs of the enterprise, 
then you need to rework the goal deployment. The performance needs of your 
business must be met: the goals were selected because you believed them to be 
business critical. You should establish and operate an accounting of the several 
performance targets, as they are set to ensure that this happens at each level 
during the initial deployment. This may well require some specific resolution 
or some balancing, as different parts of your organization offer you their best 
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 contributions to different goals in different ways (as described in Chapter 3). 
Later, as tactical goals evolve with time, you should run your accounting process 
at least once during every phase of implementation to ensure that the work of the 
several teams is always sufficient to meet the goals of the organization.

Remember that when the translation process is complete, each front-line 
team will have specific tactical actions to be taken. When you move into high-
volume autonomous action during Phase IV (described in Chapter 17), the 
several teams throughout your business will largely have the authority to imple-
ment projects to advance those tactical goals, subject only to the rules of quality 
station practices. It must be clear to you, and to managers at all levels, that if 
each team advances their approved goals, using approved methods, the outcome 
will be successful. Now is the time to be certain that the translation is success-
ful and accurate and that you have systems in place to ensure that the evolving 
tactical goals stay consistent.

Task 2: Initiate a Second round of Pilot Projects
The second round of pilot improvement projects will be smaller and more local 
than the first pilot project (described in Chapter 14), but you should still expect 
that each pilot project will obviously resolve a visible and significant problem. 
Again, in this second round of projects, it will be necessary for management to 
provide each project with extra capabilities, both to ensure success and to ensure 
that the lessons of the new tool are well learned.

Each pilot project should make a real and immediate contribution to busi-
ness success. At this stage, it is still intended that the pilot projects also demon-
strate the use of the new tools. Each of the pilot projects should create new team 
leaders and SMEs for future teams. When all the pilot projects are completed at 
the end of the third six-month period (described in Chapter 16), and teams are 
routinely implementing autonomous change against their tactical goals, only 
the goals will define the project selection, not the tools. During each of the 
three pilot phases, though, tool demonstration and training of experienced team 
leaders and SMEs will also be important considerations in project selection.

Each part of the business that is separately managed by an individual member 
of the management committee that reports to the most senior manager should 
have contributed a SME, a team leader, or a team member to the business-wide 
pilot project of Phase I. During Phase II, each of those individuals will return 
to his or her home organization, and each of those organizational entities will 
conduct its own visible and significant pilot. Again, each project team has six 
months to complete its work. As with the first pilot, your intent is to make a 
significant step change in performance for the business and demonstrate the 
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 credibility of the effort. This demonstration will be occurring at the same time 
that most natural work groups are creating their own versions of the tactical 
goals in the goal-deployment process. The second phase of pilot projects will be 
a great communication tool during this goal-deployment activity.

Task 3: Take formal Steps to Include Individuals in 
Your Culture Change
In Phase I (described in Chapter 14), you should have identified and trained 
a SME to help lead and implement your culture change. You should also have 
begun to communicate about the coming culture of inclusion and autonomy 
and started helping team leaders to organize new teams. You and your manage-
ment team will have engaged with someone who knows about culture change 
and will have begun to discuss what a culture of inclusion and autonomy will 
mean to you and your business. During Phase II, you will take your first formal 
steps to address the social issues of culture change. The most senior leader of the 
business, in collaboration with your new SME, should form the culture design 
team that will help plan and implement culture change in a way that is appro-
priate and unique to your business and people. (This team and their work were 
described in Chapter 9.)

A good first assignment for this team of cultural designers, as they orga-
nize themselves for action, is to ask them to propose to management the social 
standards and expectations for small-team autonomous action that will apply 
throughout the organization. (These were described in Chapter 8.) Each small 
team will later have its own social standards, but those must be compatible with 
the enterprise-wide standards developed by the cultural design team and approved 
by management. Development of social standards for small teams throughout 
the enterprise early in Phase II will facilitate development of small teams as they 
begin to form. Most standards specific to individual small teams will be set late in 
Phase II of implementation.

Creating the cultural design team is a new and important task, so you will 
want to do it well. It is entirely appropriate to seek assistance from an external 
consultant, probably one of the people who provided the training for your SME. 
As in beginning the first cultural discussions described in Phase I (Chapter 14), 
management should recognize that this is work for which they have not been 
trained and for which no one is naturally prepared; therefore, use your external 
consultant and your internal SME hard and often. Practice among managers 
all the conversations that you expect to have with others. This is your version of 
using a new tool for a pilot project. Be sure to work it hard enough that you can 
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be certain that you will be successful when the time arrives for conversations and 
actions on real situations that exist within your business.

You need to be clear that the work of culture change is being led and imple-
mented from within your organization. The two most important attributes of 
the new culture are that it achieves your business goals and that it fits your 
people. You are building your own new culture, not copying a culture that has 
been successful for someone else. The consultant can provide training and expe-
rience to management and to the members of the design team, as well as advice 
to the senior manager and the SME. However, you should be very careful not to 
allow the consultant to become the leader (or even the facilitator) of your culture 
design team; also, your consultant may help management, but should never lead 
management, even though your lack of experience and comfort with the topic 
will likely make you wish for someone to help you lead. As management and the 
cultural design team creates a culture of inclusion for your business, it is impor-
tant for everyone in the organization to be confident that senior management is 
setting the direction. People need confidence that the culture will last, and they 
know that consultants are going to leave.

If you have not already done so for other purposes, this is a good time to create 
and publish a formal statement from management on diversity or harassment or 
inclusion, whichever concept best fits your people and environment. This is an 
activity where senior leaders will benefit from the advice of corporate counsel. 
I personally prefer simple, direct statements, such as the following, but I have 
seen much larger manifesto-type documents. The key issue is to get a formal 
policy in place now that will provide a foundation for other work and other prac-
tices that will follow. A sample statement of inclusion that I like is this:

We value all the individuals who are part of this business, and we 
want each individual to be included in the operation and success of 
the enterprise. We recognize that each individual has characteristics 
that form his or her personal identity. No employee of this company 
will be harassed or excluded by any other employee on the basis of 
any characteristic of his or her personal identity.

Although this statement is short and sweet, when you personalize it for 
your business and your people, it describes a corporate value for individuals, it 
includes all people, and it prohibits harassment. All those considerations will be 
appreciated by your people, and they all will serve you well as valuable founda-
tion elements for your future actions toward an engaged and inclusive culture.

The members of the cultural design group should all be natural leaders. They 
may or may not have a position of authority in the formal organization, but they 
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should all be well recognized as leaders among your general population. Fortu-
nately it is easy to identify natural leaders, because natural leaders already have 
followers. Other people already seek their opinions and guidance. Other people 
already refer to them when talking about the business in order to add credibility 
to their own comments.

Key Idea: You can identify the natural leaders in your organization by 
observing who has followers.

The natural leaders that you select should be ready and willing to represent 
others in the process of cultural design. And they should also be ready and will-
ing to represent the cultural design team to their constituents. Team members 
should be selected so that the central design team has a fair representation from 
all the natural constituencies within the enterprise. If your business has several 
important subdivisions, then each of those should be represented. Your business 
will likely have several important differences in occupations, and those should 
be represented. For example, we had operating technicians, craft technicians, 
engineers, accountants, physicians, sales representatives, administrative support 
people, first-line supervisors, middle managers, and several other occupations 
represented when we commenced the Pioneers team described in Chapter 8.

We tried to have a fair selection of people with different aspects to their own 
personal cultures. Obvious in that consideration are the issues of race, religion, 
and gender, but we also tried to have a mix of younger and older people, as well 
as other attributes of personal culture.

The difficult part of the selection process is that if you want your design team 
to be an effective working group, then you will need to cover the waterfront of 
different personal, professional, and organizational attributes within a relatively 
small group. This generally results in team members who fill multiple roles. For 
example, we had a middle-aged black man who was also a maintenance techni-
cian in one of the operating divisions. We also had a young, white gay woman 
who was a first-line supervisor in another operating division. At the end of the 
day, to represent a population of several thousand people, we had a cultural 
design team of about 20 people.

Task 4: Implement New Tools and Methods in 
Your New Pilot Projects
As you progress through the second and all future rounds of pilot projects, you 
will be addressing new types of problems and new opportunities for improvement 



Phase II  ◾  257

as you expand the scope of your work. So you will continuously need to use 
more of your new tool set, or even expand your tool set, to make it appropriate 
to the developing needs of your business. An important issue is to thoroughly 
 demonstrate and communicate the capability and credibility of the new tools. 
Finally, your intent is to produce still more experienced people who can lead and 
advise others in the future use of the new tools. Obviously you should be certain 
that everyone involved understands that all pilot projects are expected to produce 
immediate benefit as part of creating a step change in performance. A project 
management discipline of establishing specific project goals and obtaining mea-
sured results will serve you well now and into the future.

As front-line teams practice autonomous improvement in Phase IV and 
beyond, the improvement effort will always be focused only on the goal of 
improving the business. When people begin to routinely practice autonomous 
improvement, the tool will just be a tool. During the pilot phases, however, you 
still want to consider demonstration of the new capability as a goal for project 
selection. In the future, you will want to carefully limit the amount of time that 
you devote to training so that the efforts of your teams are focused on improve-
ment, not training. During the pilot projects, however, you are producing future 
team leaders and future SMEs, so a little extra training now is appropriate. 
Either through training or experience, you want to produce people during the 
pilot projects who thoroughly understand the applicability and practice of the 
new tools. As you begin to do new things, there is no substitute for someone 
who knows what to do. The pilot phases are your most immediate opportunity 
to produce those people.

Use Quality Stations
As described in Chapter 4, during Phase II, you will need to develop the corpo-
rate set of rules of practice and rituals for your quality station teams. This will 
ensure that all teams share some minimum formal expectations for such things 
as documentation and reporting of completed projects and results. You do not 
want an army of accountants, but you do need to have good information from 
each of the teams. You need rituals that ensure the teams will produce con-
sistent and useful information. In Phase III, your teams will create their own 
local versions of detailed quality station rituals, but they will do that on the 
 foundation of the general practices and rituals established during Phase II.

The general rules of practice will also ensure that you have clear limits on the 
available range of autonomous action. For example, as discussed in Chapter 4, 
within the chemical industry, we allowed autonomous action in many areas, 
but we never allowed any autonomous project that penetrated the “hydrocarbon 
envelope” that contained the potentially hazardous materials we processed. 
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Most industries have some equivalent activity that requires special consider-
ation. Teams can conceive and recommend changes within those areas, but all 
of those changes must be designed and implemented under the supervision of a 
professional engineer.

There are other rules of practice that you may want to specify. For example, 
we liked to have a minimum time between the first appearance of a new idea on 
the quality station and the time that it could be advanced to action. This ensured 
that reasonably attentive engineers and managers would have a fair chance to 
review all of the small team projects for any potential consequences that were 
unforeseen by the team itself. This is the ongoing version of the three-level view 
of tactics that was discussed in Chapter 3.

Finally, you will want to identify and document the methods and limits 
for practice of each of the new tools of improvement as they will be practiced 
by autonomous teams. Some new tools (such as basic root cause analysis) will 
be available for practice by anyone who elects to do so. Other more complex or 
more rigorous tools (such as reliability engineering and statistical analysis) will 
be available for teams to use, but only with the assistance of someone who is a 
SME in that discipline. You need to decide and document these rules of practice 
during Phase II. When you launch your quality station teams during Phase III, 
you very rarely want to stop a team activity once it is in progress. The rituals and 
rules of practice need to be in place by the end of Phase II.

Task 5: Sustain Your gains in 
Communication and Performance
The sustaining tasks for Phase II are in communication and performance. As 
described in Chapter 11, it is necessary to have a formal process for communi-
cating and for auditing communications. This will become vitally important 
as you enter Phase III (described in Chapter 16), as late during that phase, 
 autonomous activity may begin to occur throughout the organization. At that 
point, communications from management—especially instructions—will need 
to be very clear and very certain. Establishing your own version of the communi-
cation delivery and audit process described in Chapter 11 to achieve that goal 
 during Phase II will serve you well as you go forward.

Similarly the tactical goals of teams will evolve continuously, much faster 
than the strategic goals that they support. That is nothing to worry about. It is a 
natural consequence of the relationship between tactics and strategies. However, 
as the tactical goals evolve, it will always be necessary for management to be 
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certain that the current tactical goals, if achieved, will result in the performance 
required to meet the strategic goals, including the four subsets of strategic prog-
ress that you establish for the six-month periods of the first two years. During 
your original goal deployment process (described earlier in this chapter), you 
should have created a formal process to aggregate the team goals into an enter-
prise result. You should establish a sustaining practice of using that process at 
least once during each phase of initial implementation, and you should maintain 
that practice as you move into future years with fresh goals.

Finally, this is the time to create a specific discipline for managing small-
event improvement projects. Use the experience from the pilot projects as the 
basis for this work. Similar to the discussion of measurements, you want a system 
to ensure that you are in control of autonomous projects, but in a way that also 
does not overwhelm the project with administration. The quality stations will 
answer much of the need for communication, but there will still be the need to 
provide the routine project discipline of managing time, cost, and results to even 
small-event project teams. Develop your standards for that practice now, and 
use it from here forward.

Summary of Chapter 15
At the end of the second six-month period, after initiating your efforts to 
create a culture of rapid improvement, you should have completed at least 
the following items:

Complete goals translation and deployment to all parts of the organiza-
tion, including all individual contributors and all front-line teams.
Complete a second round of significant and visible pilot projects with at 
least one project within the organizational area of each person who 
reports directly to the most senior manager.
Use your pilot projects to create an expanded cadre of future team leaders 
and future SMEs for deployment in the third phase of pilot projects.
Create a second step change in the business performance resulting from 
Phase II pilot projects.
Organize and launch an in-house cultural design team.
Increase the list of available tools and methods of improvement available 
for the autonomous teams consistent with your strategies and needs.
Develop and publish enterprise-wide rituals and rules of practice for 
your quality station teams.
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Establish formal practices to communicate messages, including instruc-
tions, from management to an autonomous workforce and a process 
to audit those communications to ensure that they are received in a 
timely and accurate manner.
Establish and operate formal practices to ensure that the current 
tactical goals always aggregate to the strategic needs of the business.
Establish and use a formal practice to ensure that a minimum of 
project discipline—especially for schedule, cost, and results—is in 
place for quality station projects.

�

�

�
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Chapter 16

Phase III: The Third 
Six Months

During Phase III, the leaders again will address the core issues of goals, pilot 
projects, tools, inclusion of individuals to the new culture, and sustaining the 
gains. During this phase, you will be approaching and even, in some cases, 
 commencing the autonomous activity that will take off in full measure during 
Phase IV (described in Chapter 17). This round of pilot projects will be at or 
near the front-line teams, although all projects done during this period will 
continue to be treated as pilot projects with team leaders and SMEs assigned by 
management ad hoc to the task. During this third six-month period, you should 
complete the following activities:

 1. Establish quality stations as the last step in your goal deployment and 
commence formal small-team operations.

 2. Initiate pilot projects deeper into the organization, reaching the organi-
zational level just above the front-line teams in large businesses, or on the 
front line itself in smaller organizations.

 3. Based on the completion of goal deployment, make your final selection of 
new tools to be approved for autonomous action.

 4. Create affinity groups to support your people as they go through the 
 culture change; also, the cultural design team should consider the first 
 formal changes in your organization’s human policies or practices to pro-
mote inclusion.

 5. Sustain your gains by doing all of the following:
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Establish a formal practice to ensure that team leaders deliver the 
objective elements of employee engagement.
Establish a formal practice of management engagement with the 
quality station teams to ensure that the teams recognize your 
ongoing commitment to their work.
Establish the practice and discipline of routinely assessing the 
emotional state of your people and responding to it in an appro-
priate manner.

This chapter describes each of these activities in more detail.

Task 1: Create Quality Stations That Small Teams 
will use to advance Your goals
Your goal translation and deployment activity should have concluded during 
Phase II. As a result of that, each of your front-line teams and each of the indi-
vidual contributors should have their own very specific tactical goals in support 
of your organization’s strategic goals. These tactical goals at the team level should 
be formalized in the complete five-part goal format (as described in Chapter 2 
and Chapter 3).

Therefore, during Phase III, your teams will need to create their quality 
 stations (as described in Chapter 4), including each of the basic rituals of 
 quality station practice. Assuming that the quality stations demonstrate the four 
required elements, then the quality stations themselves can look like anything 
that the teams want to create and maintain. I have generally found that the 
appearance of a quality station is more representative of the personality of the 
team than of any other attribute. Certainly the differences in appearance among 
quality stations have never been found to have any bearing on the productivity 
of the teams.

In addition to creating a physical quality station, each team needs to develop 
its local rules of practice and the rituals for its quality station. The corporate 
rules and rituals of quality station practice (which were created during Phase II) 
address common requirements and limits that are applicable to all teams. These 
local rituals and rules of practice at each quality station address team issues, 
including the time and schedule for regular weekly team meetings, and indi-
vidual assignments for the team members who will fill the administrative roles 
in support of the quality station.

Some teams have rituals that require quite a bit of administration, with the 
expectation that the description of projects and the reporting of results and other 
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elements will be computer generated with nice charts and graphs. Other teams 
have handwritten sheets of paper that are routinely scratched out and written 
over. Local rules include the responsibility for maintaining the quality station 
in whatever form is chosen by the team. An important rule of local practice is 
describing the process that the team will use for selecting projects to be pro-
moted from idea to action.

The thing for team leaders to remember is that both the appearance and the 
rituals of the quality station are socially important to the function of the team. 
I have often found that after meeting the mandatory basic elements, it is best to 
let each team do what feels right for that team. With these quality station rules 
of team practice, as well as the social or interactive rules of practice that were 
developed during Phase II, most teams will be ready to operate.

By definition, Phase III takes place in the second budget year since you have 
commenced your work. By now, the team leader should be able to communicate 
in detail how management will provide the objective elements of engagement 
(as described in Chapter 5). It is very important, as the team establishes the 
 quality station and prepares to commence formal autonomous improvement, that 
the team leader be able to communicate formally how management will provide 
the team with each of the requisite elements of engagement and autonomous 
action. Any team that is having trouble with this requirement will need help. 
Give it to them as soon as you recognize the problem.

Finally, at some time during Phase III, each of the front-line teams should 
begin to populate the “actions planned” section of their quality station. As they 
become ready to do so, and in accordance with the rules of practice that they and 
management have agreed on, each team may begin to advance some proposed 
improvements into work in progress. There are still pilot projects in progress 
throughout this phase, and those get priority. But if a team is well advanced and 
can complete its role in pilot projects as well as initiate some further work, let 
them do it.

At the front line, a lot of people with a lot of different issues and capabilities 
are involved during this time. Some teams will move forward very fast and be 
actively engaged in initial autonomous improvements as soon as they complete 
their Phase III pilot project. Other teams will move much more slowly. Some 
teams may experience one or more of the impediments described in Chapter 5 
and Chapter 6 that can completely stop the teams from proceeding. As this 
activity ramps up, management should be very visible and interactive on the 
shop floor. You should be ready at any time during this period to support teams 
that are ready to proceed, and you should also be ready throughout this period 
to identify and help teams that are not proceeding.
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The management-critical issue is that at the end of Phase III, all front-line 
teams should have

A quality station.
Good standards and expectations for the conduct of individuals as mem-
bers of the team.
Formal and well-known quality station practices and rituals.
At least a few initial projects ready to propose for action.

Every front-line team must be immediately ready to start autonomous actions 
at the beginning of Phase IV, if not before. Any team that is not on a path to 
being fully active in autonomous improvement at the beginning of the fourth 
six-month period should receive help as soon as management recognizes the 
problem. You should be very accommodating to allow good teams to pull ahead. 
Once they are truly ready, there is nothing further to wait for. The big issue is 
that you cannot allow any teams to fall behind.

Task 2: Establish Pilot Projects on the front line
During Phase III, the pilot project phase of management-sponsored improve-
ment projects is wrapping up with a big finish. The team leaders, team members, 
and SMEs from the pilot project teams should now be at an organizational 
level just above the front-line teams—except in small organizations, where there 
are no organizational levels remaining except for the front-line teams. Even if 
this phase of pilot projects is conducted at the front line, each project should 
continue to be conducted as a management-sponsored and management-led 
pilot project.

Communication, formal training, and experience with both the project for-
mat and the tools of improvement still need to be developed through the disci-
pline of this pilot effort. There is also an ongoing need for management to have 
close association with each of the projects. Each project must be selected to be 
visible and significant, and each should be managed to ensure success. There 
is no value in teaching people that the new tools fix insignificant problems or 
that the tools are not successful. True autonomous initiation and execution of 
 projects will generally begin during Phase IV.

Many of the project team members during this phase should be front-line 
team members or SMEs who, in the future, will work closely with (or as part of) 
front-line teams. Even in the largest organizations, every front-line team should 
have at least one person who is a member of a pilot team, either during this 
phase or in one of the prior pilot phases. If any team has not yet had a pilot team 
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member, management should identify that situation and correct it before the 
pilot projects are completed. As before, the intent of the pilot projects is to fix 
a known problem that is both visible and significant. All pilot projects should 
make a real contribution to a step change in the business performance. This is 
especially true as the projects get closer to the front line. Use the pilot projects to 
clearly demonstrate the direction and nature of what will be expected from the 
autonomous improvement that is soon to come.

Task 3: Select New Tools That Support 
autonomous action
You will have started the initial pilot projects of Phase I with a limited selection 
of new capabilities to cause improvement. Those initial capabilities were selected 
somewhat theoretically to represent the tools most likely to cause immediate 
improvement as well as tools that were likely to be compatible with the strategic 
and tactical goals as they developed. As your pilot projects have progressed, and 
as your goals have been finalized and translated, you will have added more new 
tools that will have been selected to be appropriate to the detailed strategies and 
tactics that have been developed.

At this point, you should have a final list of the tools or methods of improve-
ment that you will deploy for autonomous actions. You should formalize this list 
of tools that are available for use by autonomous teams and publish it so that the 
list is well known and readily available for reference. This list is not a limit on the 
tool set that is available to the business as a whole; your organization can utilize 
any tool that is appropriate for any project. The only limit that is set by your 
finalized list is a limit on the tools available to teams for autonomous action. 
Other tools will be available as needed, but those will require either manage-
ment approval or ad hoc assistance from a special SME.

You might consider also maintaining and publishing a formal list of the 
improvement methods that you can support with appropriate expertise in 
support of teams that need additional capabilities. The use of an approved list of 
tools or methods for autonomous improvement is intended primarily as a limit 
on unexpected or inexpert team actions and also as a limit on training.

During the final phase of pilot projects, you will want to have at least one 
good example of each of the tools that you have selected as being appropriate to 
your work. This will be the last time that the tool itself has a role in selecting the 
project. For all future projects, the strategic business value alone will determine 
what needs to be done.
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Task 4: Create affinity groups to 
Ensure Inclusion of all Individuals
There will be many improvement projects now, and although they are still pilot 
projects, you will begin to get a feel for the pace of change that you should 
experience when autonomous improvement begins. This is a good time to begin 
the conversations that allow you to make certain that both your people and 
your management are comfortable with how people, including managers, think 
and feel about the changes. (This practice of assessing the emotional state of 
your business was described in Chapter 10.) Senior management should spend 
plenty of time talking with people in the field, and management should have a 
reliable source of “confidential” information that people want you to know but 
do not want to tell you directly about their response to the changes that you 
are leading.

In Phase II, the cultural design team members were selected, trained, and 
organized. Therefore you and your design team will have already had some 
interesting discussions on the state of inclusion within your business. They 
 probably will have developed and proposed some social standards for small-team 
 autonomous action (as described in Chapter 8). As a first step toward formal 
action of the design team, early in Phase III, you can move the social standards 
and expectations for small teams that were developed during Phase II out to 
the work teams that you have launched at the front line. Most front-line teams 
are not yet ready to begin autonomous action, but they can begin to experience 
the rituals of small-team behavior that will be expected of them within the new 
culture as they take the steps to prepare for autonomy.

During Phase III, each of the several cultural design team members will 
begin active, although informal, discussions with the several constituencies that 
they represent. They will develop an ability to get information for the design 
team and also to represent the cultural team to others. Some team members 
may voluntarily drop out at this point because they do not like this sort of work. 
Others may need to be removed because they demonstrate that they are unsuited 
to the work. This turnover in team members at the initial startup of a cultural 
design team is not unexpected and is not a bad sign. Some people (including 
some who are otherwise considered to be natural leaders) are simply uncomfort-
able or inappropriate for work as a representative of others. You may also find 
some who are so communicative that they are unwilling or unable to maintain 
the confidence that this activity will require.

The critical issue related to this situation is that as early as possible, but cer-
tainly by the end of Phase III, you should make any personnel changes needed to 
the membership of the cultural design team. You need to go forward into Phase 
IV with a stable team that is good at the work and completely trustworthy.
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During Phase III, the design team will actually begin to select one or more 
tangible human initiatives that the team will progress. A convenient task for 
this time period—which is always more difficult and controversial than it seems 
it should be—is the creation of the affinity groups (which were described in 
 Chapter 9). The affinity groups will provide a basis for all the good things previ-
ously described as well as providing a very specific constituency for the appro-
priate design team member to talk with and represent. Do not take any formal 
steps toward policy or practice change now. Instead, save that for Phase IV. 
During Phase III, begin the discussion and planning internal to the design team 
that will lead to the first formal changes when the time is right.

Similar to the pilot projects for improvement of the operations, the initial for-
mal steps toward inclusion should always be well founded on visible and significant 
issues of concern to your own people. In collaboration with your design team, your 
culture SME, and perhaps your external consultant, you should be certain that these 
first actions are thoroughly planned and widely discussed before you take action. 
You will want to be certain that these initiatives will be perceived throughout the 
organization as well conceived and well implemented. You also want each of them 
to be good examples of your strategic intent for culture change. And the changes, 
when you implement them, must succeed. Take your time. Changes to policies and 
practices are sure to be emotional. Thorough preparation during Phase III to ensure 
that you do these things very well during Phase IV is good insurance.

Briefly, the principle human task for management at all levels during Phase III 
is to get the teams at the front line, as well as the cultural design team and the 
several affinity groups, off to a good start. For most people, this will be the first 
time that they have had both an expectation that they will engage in making 
the business better as well as a true capability to achieve that outcome. Support 
the initial efforts of the front-line teams visibly and often. You will need to make 
very certain that no team fails to be ready for autonomous action at the start of 
Phase IV. Now is the time for management to convince people that autonomous 
improvement will actually succeed for the business and for the people who oper-
ate the business. You and your leadership team should have a well-developed and 
practiced discipline of communicating belief and support, as well as an auditable 
process for communicating instructions (both were described in Chapter 11).

Task 5: Sustain Your gains by 
Establishing New formal Practices
During Phase III, you should establish a formal practice of regularly ensuring that 
team leaders can demonstrate that each team is receiving the five objective elements 
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of engagement (which were described in Chapter 5). You should also have a ritual of 
management review to ensure that teams are fully and effectively functional.

Example: Even when I was managing the huge chemical complex at 
Baytown, Texas, I personally met with every second-line supervisor 
once a quarter and reviewed all the quality stations in that section of 
the plant. These meetings were formally scheduled and very impor-
tant to me and to the local managers. We also formally adopted the 
practice of spending 1 hour of each management team meeting in 
the field with a quality station team that had created a significant 
success. Each of the members of my management committee were 
very careful to be certain that their division was represented among 
the teams with significant success to report.

This practice is truly important if you want to achieve and sustain real gains. 
From the time when quality station teams first come into existence, the teams 
need to see that management is interested in their work and personally engaged 
with them. Unfortunately management always has new demands arising. The only 
practical way to continuously demonstrate interest is to have a formal practice of 
routinely visiting each part of the operation with enough time allotted to do it 
well. Develop a formal practice for every member of management to engage in 
the communication of belief and support (as described in Chapter 11).

The final task for sustaining the gains in this phase is to establish the formal-
ities and expectations for your assessment of how people think and feel about the 
changes. This is another activity that needs to be conducted routinely by man-
agement during any period when you have major change in progress. Hopefully 
that will be most of the time from now forward. Unfortunately this is also an 
activity that is not very comfortable to conduct and does not fit naturally with 
any other management activity. You will need to decide on the discipline that 
will enforce your practice of this assessment and then formalize that practice to 
ensure that you do it regularly.

Summary of Chapter 16
During the third six-month period following your initial efforts to create 
a new culture of rapid improvement, you should have achieved at least 
the following:

Establish quality stations at every front-line team, including local rules 
of practice and initial proposals for action to progress the goals.

�
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Complete a third phase of management-led pilot projects.
Achieve a further step change in business performance derived from the 
new set of pilot projects.
Finalize the list of tools or methods of improvement authorized for 
autonomous actions.
Finalize the membership of the cultural design team and begin discus-
sions of the state of inclusion and engagement of your business.
Establish the affinity groups that will support your people throughout 
the cultural changes.
Plan more formal cultural actions that will be implemented during 
Phase IV, the fourth six-month period.
Commence a disciplined program of communicating belief and support.
Develop a discipline for ensuring that team leaders continuously 
provide the five objective elements of engagement.
Develop a discipline for routine and ongoing management engagement 
with the front-line teams.
Develop a discipline of routinely assessing the emotional state of your 
business.
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Chapter 17

Phase IV: The fourth 
Six Months

Throughout the fourth six-month period, a transition is occurring in your 
 business. The initial goal development and deployment is complete. Each team 
now has tactical goals and a quality station with an appropriate quality station 
process and rules of practice to manage autonomous work. They have tools, 
examples from the pilot projects, and a team member or two who has participated 
in the use of the new tools. They have time, resources, and all the other attributes 
of an engaged team. Early in Phase IV, each front-line team should actually begin 
practicing autonomous improvement in a serious way, and each front-line team 
should begin demonstrating significant performance improvement that conforms 
to the strategic goals and measures of the business. Autonomous improvement 
should accelerate continuously during this period. Near the end of Phase IV, your 
pace of strategic improvement should be approaching world-class rates. However, 
during this period of transition, you will still need activities in each of the five 
focused areas: goals, projects, tools, culture, and sustaining gains.

Task 1: Ensure That the goals You are 
Implementing are the goals You deployed
Leading a goal-focused organization in Phase IV gets very interesting. Every-
thing that you have done before is the basis for the activities of this period and 
beyond. Now you should expect that each of the individual teams throughout 
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your business will actually commence autonomous activity in response to your 
goals. This is when you need to take some time to formally and carefully ensure 
that the goals implemented in practice are the same as the goals you originally 
deployed. You should also be certain that the teams are working successfully as 
teams and effectively practicing autonomous improvement.

Therefore management at all levels should be highly visible and highly 
engaged with the front-line teams. The management interactions at the front-line 
should provide

Strategic and other guidance to keep teams aligned.
Feedback on specific project selection and success.
Sincere, specific recognition of good work.
Proactive assistance to teams that request or need help.
Ongoing communication of belief and support.

Task 2: Select Only Projects That 
Improve Performance
The rapid business improvement that occurs during this period will be largely 
the result of autonomous team action. This is the time that you should begin 
to experience the synergy derived from combining the unique contribution of 
engineers and managers with a separate unique contribution from the front-line 
teams. In the pilot projects of prior phases, you probably had some engineers 
and managers personally engaged in each project to ensure that the projects 
were successful. As a result, some of the improvement work normally done by 
 managers and engineers has not progressed as normal. As the teams become 
more autonomous, the engineers and managers will return to their regular 
 activities and the beneficial interaction between small-event improvements and 
big events will begin to occur.

The pilot project phases are over. However, that should not imply that teams 
abandon the practice of formally initiating and conducting improvement efforts 
in the form of projects. The discipline of project formation and execution that 
the team members, team leaders, and subject matter experts (SMEs) practiced 
during the 18 months of pilot projects should serve them well going forward. Be 
careful that they do not lose this discipline as they shift to autonomous action. 
Remember that autonomous action is not unmanaged, it is simply not closely 
supervised outside of the front-line teams.

Also, this is a good time for management to ensure that teams develop the 
discipline of selecting and implementing only projects that lead to significant 

�
�
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�
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improvement. No team should select a project that is either cosmetic or trivial, 
and no team should select a project either to experience or to demonstrate a new 
tool. There has been a year and a half of preparation in the use of the new tools. 
Now is the time when only performance matters in project selection.

Task 3: Train People to use the Specific Tools 
That will Meet Your goals
The new tool list will have been finalized during Phase III, and there will be a 
cadre of folks with both experience and skill in using the new tools. But there 
will still need to be more training during this period. You will need to train 
more people in the specific tools that exactly fit the improvement goals of their 
teams. You will need to train some additional people who will have real expertise 
in the new tools, including the new tools that are not available for autonomous 
action. These people will serve your organization broadly as SMEs, and they will 
become excellent individual practitioners of the new tools. You need to expect 
this further training, and you need to be prepared to support it.

However, this is also a good time to be certain that you are exercising the dis-
cipline of training for a purpose. It would be very unusual if there is any training 
that every person in your organization needs at the same time. Training should 
be personal and focused on the work that each person does or will do. Training 
should be delivered at the time it is needed and not before. The easiest way to 
ensure that you have the time and budget to provide people with all the training 
that they will need is to exercise the discipline to ensure that you do not deliver 
training that is inappropriate or untimely. There is a careful balance that will 
need some management judgment and intervention. For example, many team 
leaders will want to train more people than truly need training, and other team 
leaders will hope to get by without diverting anyone to training. Management 
should see that everyone who needs training gets trained, and management 
should equally ensure that people who do not need training do not receive it.

Task 4: Make Sure all Individuals are 
Included in Your Culture Change
During Phase IV, you will actually begin to formally change the policies and 
practices of managing people in a way that will further your goal of including 
everyone and valuing individuals. During Phase III, you and your advisors 
and design team set the foundation in place by preparing a few proposals 
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for specific actions that you will take in Phase IV. Now you should use that 
foundation and implement one or more changes that really demonstrate the 
path to a better culture.

Key Idea: Generally it is best to start with something that is meaningful, 
but also something that will be well received by most people. You should 
not challenge the emotional health of your organization too hard or too 
fast with changes that are likely to be controversial. I was lucky to discover 
the issue of managing the process by which people become qualified for 
promotion (as described in Chapter 9). Everyone recognized that it was an 
important change, yet almost no one was distressed by the change.

During Phase III, you also selected and organized the affinity groups that 
enable people to discuss common issues for review with management. Now you 
need to make certain that you are available for those reviews. The principle path 
for this information to come to the attention of management or of the culture 
design team should be through the culture SME or through an individual 
 member of your cultural design team who is also a member of the affinity group. 
But there are likely to be times when an affinity group wants management, most 
often a senior manager, to come to one of their meetings. When that request 
comes, remember that people are doing you a favor by discussing with you 
their personal thoughts, feelings, and experiences. This insight will be of great 
value to your understanding. This interaction will also provide you with a great 
opportunity to demonstrate that you are personally committed to real cultural 
change. This is where you deliver your message of belief and support. So do not 
treat the request for management interaction as a favor from you to them; it is 
just the opposite.

That being said, the normal communications path is through the SME and 
the design team contact. Exceptions to that practice need to be meaningful 
and appropriate or you begin to damage your normal path in the same way 
that you disenfranchise middle management if you communicate with the 
 frontline operations too directly and too often. Always be certain that when 
you meet directly with an affinity group, the SME and the appropriate design 
team member are briefed in advance and by your side.

Phase IV is the time when you want to be certain that you use the capability 
you developed earlier (including your culture expert, your cultural design team, 
and any other resource that you can find) to begin a formal discipline of routinely 
and actively monitoring the way that people think and feel about the changes 
that they are experiencing in the workplace. (This practice was described in 
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Chapter 10.) You established the practices and began to do this somewhat infor-
mally during Phase III, but now it should be a very serious consideration as you 
go forward. In a time of significant change, including changes in the way that 
you manage people to increase inclusion, emotions will be strong and prevalent. 
Maintaining emotional balance will be critical to sustaining progress.

This is also the time when you need to be prepared to enforce your culture 
change in the same way as you would enforce any other operating policy or 
practice of your business. As you roll out real changes, the likelihood of a serious 
challenge to the changes increases, and you want to detect that and stop it as 
quickly as possible.

Communicate Your Belief and Support of Your 
Culture Change

There will be a lot of action during Phase IV. You will need to get messages to 
people. Many of these messages will be statements of belief and support to keep 
them enthusiastic about the changes and to ensure that everyone understands 
that management is consistent in their support of the new practices. You previ-
ously established a formal discipline to ensure that management at all levels par-
ticipates in this. Making statements of belief and support is not natural behavior 
for many people, but your teams need to hear the message, and hear it often, 
from everyone they respect. Make certain that the practices you established are 
routinely followed and intervene promptly as soon as you detect places within 
your organization where communications are not occurring as planned.

You will also find that you have a need to communicate instructions. Never 
allow yourself to bypass the organization by communicating instructions 
directly to people who are more than two organizational levels removed from 
your personal position. You previously established, and now you must use, a 
formal practice of communicating instructions that are translated through the 
organization in an auditable way. The temptation will be great for manage-
ment to communicate directly throughout the organization. Remember that 
this never works. Instead, use your organization and your regular processes for 
communicating instructions.

Task 5: Sustain Your gains into Year Three and beyond
If you have followed the advice and recommendations of this and the preceding 
16 chapters, you will have developed many new disciplines and practices. Some 
of those will be difficult for management, but they are nonetheless vitally 
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 important. You simply cannot sustain anything as comprehensive as a new cul-
ture without some strong discipline of ritual and formal practice that requires 
both management and others to routinely do things in a new way.

That being said, as you prepare to enter the third year of your culture change, 
you and your people will have quite a bit of experience with the entire culture 
change process. At the end of Phase IV, it is time to reassess the practices that 
you have created. Some are important and valuable; others, in your context, or in 
the way that you have implemented them, will cause more confusion and added 
work than they are worth. You probably will have received a great deal of input 
from your teams and from your middle managers related to the practices that 
have less value and more cost. During the first two years, it was probably good 
general practice to implement your new practices as they were conceived without 
change. You will never succeed in establishing consistency and commonality if 
everything that you do is subject to prompt change. Just plow ahead for a while 
to get some real experience and to get the big picture established before com-
mencing what could be a constant series of changes to the new practices.

Having established new practices and gained some experience in the use of 
those new practices, now is the time to change some as an improvement and also 
as a demonstration that management receives and values input. Use the input 
that you have, and get some more. A truly valuable part of sustaining change is 
demonstrating that you are willing and able to make the new culture appropriate 
to your business and your people. Certainly that was your intent all along. Take 
some time now to give your people the chance to use their new experience to 
shape the result. They will reward you for your effort!

Looking toward the Future
An important element of the business transition during Phase IV will occur as 
senior management looks further into the future. As described in Chapter 3, 
now is the time to refresh your goals to reflect both changes in the business 
environment and changes to the internal performance and capability of your 
organization. The balance for management to achieve during Phase IV is to look 
ahead during the very time when the front-line teams need the most current 
management attention—and, of course, you will still need to operate the busi-
ness each day. But it is very important to refresh your strategies now so that you 
know your future strategies and the performance expectations for the coming 
years before you complete your current plans. Clearly this will be a very busy 
time for managers.

During Phase IV, the most-senior management will begin the process of 
refreshing the strategic goals. (This activity was fully described in Chapter 3.) 
At the end of the fourth six-month period, your original goals will be two years 
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old. Therefore there will likely be a real need to formally review your external 
environment to be certain that you are still on a strategic path that will cause 
business success if your actions are sustained. There will also have been a big 
internal change in both your business’s performance and in the capabilities of 
your organization. Together, changes in the environment and changes in the 
capabilities of your organization will create a fresh set of strategic gaps that will 
need to be reflected in fresh strategies. By refreshing your goals during Phase IV, 
you can commence your second two-year strategic period with a new set of four 
six-month cycles of improvement and culture that will be entirely your own. 
By refreshing a five-year strategic horizon and establishing four new phases of 
interim goals and targets every two years, you will constantly provide your orga-
nization with both the big picture as well as more specific direction.

When goals are refreshed, you should create new goals and translate those 
new goals as thoroughly and formally as you did the first time. However, this 
time, the process and infrastructure for goal setting and goal deployment already 
exist. People, including management, know how this is done. Also important is 
that unless there is some unexpected problem or development that disrupts what 
you have been doing (either in the environment or inside the organization), the 
new goals do not represent a complete new start, but rather a logical extension 
of work in progress into the future. As a result, both the refreshment of strategic 
goals and the deployment of the fresh tactical goals and actions should be com-
pleted by the end of Phase IV.

beginning the Third Year
As you begin the third year of your cultural transformation, there will be a 
remarkable change in the business and people that you lead. Your business 
will have experienced four six-month increments of step change improvement, 
each larger and more valuable than the preceding increment. You will have 
new capability for improvement ubiquitously deployed in every front-line team 
throughout your business. Those teams will all have experience making their 
own improvements, and nearly all your people will be actively engaged in con-
tinuously making more improvements.

While people have gained experience making improvements, management 
will have gained experience setting strategies for the business and translating 
those strategies into tactical actions that others can execute. Managers will 
have experienced creating and delivering the elements of employee engage-
ment and be actively practicing those elements and continuously improving 
the state of engagement.
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You will have the infrastructure for changing the human side of your business 
for greater inclusion. You will have taken some early steps to make those changes 
a formal part of managing how your business is conducted. Your culture will 
continue to grow and mature with time, but all the elements for that journey 
will be in place.

Your business will already have better performance. Your teams will have 
fresh goals, expanded capability for improvement, and a fully engaged workforce. 
You will have an excellent foundation for a future that will be all that you want 
it to be.

Key Idea: The second two years of culture change are always exciting 
and enjoyable. You have developed a wonderful new capability and now 
you can focus that capability on making your business the best in your 
 industry. I wish you and your team great success.

Summary of Chapter 17
During Phase IV, you should have achieved at least the following actions:

Each front-line team should be actively engaged in autonomous improve-
ment and demonstrating a real contribution to the strategic goals of 
the business.
Management should be actively engaged with the front-line teams and 
provide strong support to ensure that early autonomous efforts are 
successful.
Complete training of teams and SMEs, as needed, to ensure that each 
team has the skills needed to apply the new tools of improvement 
to their work.
Begin to implement the social or interpersonal cultural changes that 
were planned by your cultural leadership team during Phase III.
Begin formally monitoring and responding to the emotional state of the 
organization.
Refresh the strategic goals of your business to reflect changes in the 
external environment as well as the new internal capabilities of 
your organization.
Give your people a chance to shape the effort as it goes forward.
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 emotional health, 172
 managers, 84
 North America, 82
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 small-team action leadership, 81
 Western Europe, 82
Improvement process
 communication problems, 52
 engagement, 99
 money, 93
 objective elements, 97
 organizational problems, 52
 time, 93
 work groups, 92
Including individuals, 254–255
Inclusions and contribution, 142
Inclusive and autonomous social culture, 

243–245
In-depth training, 175
Individuals
 affinity groups, 156–157
 behavior, 150
 contributors, 223, 235
Industrial competence theory, 227
Industrial culture, 1–12
 affecting improvement potential, 7
 behavior, 9
 business performance, 3
 creating new, 2–3
 creation, 115
 definition, 4
 designing corporate culture, 11
 dominant culture resistance, 122
 dominant culture typical responses, 

120–123
 elements, 12
 employee participation, 25
 fit, 121
 formal mechanisms, 116
 importance rapid improvement, 4–5
 improving business performance, 2–3
 management, 142
 models, 10
 neutral behavior, 122
 personal behavior, 125
 personalities and personal cultures, 116
 professional behavior, 125
 rapid improvement elements, 11
 rituals, 9
 rituals of action, 58
 simple model, 8–10
 situational cultures, 124
 social culture, 4, 57

 social cultures, 120
 social cultures at work, 119
 social mechanisms, 116
 strategy influencing, 7
 teamwork, 7
 theory, 115–125
 understanding the theory, 115–126
 workplace definition, 117–118
Industrial culture values and beliefs, 15–38, 

15–38
 analyzing gap between current capabilities, 

28
 community needs assessment, 26
 considering business owners, 24
 considering your employees, 25
 current capabilities, 31
 defining progress, 31
 establishing strategic goals, 20, 23
 establishing tactical goals, 21
 evaluating customers and competitors, 24
 future needs statement, 30
 future requirements, 28
 gap closing statement, 30
 goal writing, 29–32
 interim tactical performance targets, 32
 looking inside your organization, 27
 looking outside organization, 23
 presenting goals, 32–35
 setting strategic goals, 22
Industrial engineering approach, 130
Industrial improvement
 North America, 4
 operations, 102
 Western Europe, 4
Industrial practitioners, 128
Industry new culture, 128
Industry Week, 175
Ineffective communications, 192
Information sources, 186
In-house cultural design team, 259
Initial acceptance, 186
Institutional memory, 232
Instruction, 188, 198
 communication, 275
 delivery, 189
 front-line supervisor, 188
 mass communication, 192
Intellectual sale, 186
Intended actions, 30
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Intentional disruptions, 108
Intentions pilot projects, 265
Interaction, 9
Interest, 109
Interim targets, 37
Internal reputation, 159
Interpersonal behavior, 9
 standard expectations, 145
Interpersonal discussions, 152
Interpersonal relations
 small teams, 137
 social work, 136
Interpretations new culture, 141
Investment depreciation, 28

J
Japanese manufacturing techniques, 128

l
Labor agreements, 104
Large organizations, 225
Leaders
 business, 11, 83
 improvement, 11
 operation, 83
 performance, 3
 strategic goals, 22
Leadership team
 goal deployment, 251
 translation process, 251
Lean manufacturing, 225
Lewis, C.S., 152
Line stop, 132
Local rituals, 118
Location-specific instructions, 194

M
Management and managers
 aberrant behavior, 142
 awareness of differences, 154

 behavior observation, 132
 budget funds, 95
 business, 9–10, 59
 challenges, 150
 committee, 45, 48
 communication, 183–187, 258, 272
 competency development, 229
 conversation, 68
 direct relationships, 106
 dramatic change, 176
 effective oversight, 63
 emotional progress, 171
 emotional situations, 168
 employee competence management, 

227–233
 employees, 25
 engaging people relationships, 106
 field work, 100
 front-line people, 67
 goals, 37
 importance of role, 134
 improvement culture, 84
 individual value, 142
 industrial cultures, 142
 interactions, 272
 lack of trust, 101
 long-term issues, 231
 mass competence, 228
 mass training, 88
 measurement, 216
 messages of belief, 185
 nonmanagerial positions, 231
 nonroutine work, 133
 personal behaviors, 245
 personal interactions, 139
 pilot projects, 269
 poor performers, 230
 practice assistance, 272
 process operation, 87
 quality stations, 74
 responses to work assignments, 96
 responsibility, 82
 rituals, 268
 self-experience, 245
 small-team work, 135
 standards’ establishment, 136
 strategic goals, 84
 teams, 232
 time scheduling, 91
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 unresponsive behavior, 150
 working relationships, 91
 work tasks, 161
Managing and sustaining cultural change, 

179–234
 communication reflecting culture, 181–198
 employee competence measurement, 

219–232
 small events performance measurement, 

199–216
Manufacturing operations, 35
Manufacturing organization, 247
Manufacturing success, 224
Mass communication; see also Communication
 alternatives to ineffectiveness, 194
 instruction, 192
 middle managers, 191–192
Mass competence, 228
Mass instruction, 191
Mass training, 88
Means of production, 224
Measurement; see also Assessment
 consistency and credibility, 208–210
 defense, 217
 definition, 216
 goal statements, 31
 managers, 216
 quality stations, 62
 rapid improvement culture, 199
 small events, 199–217
 SME, 210, 250
Membership finalized, 269
Mental health organization, 274
Messages
 belief, 185
 principle types, 197
 senior management, 182, 184
 senior managers, 188
 support, 185
 timelines, 184
Middle management and managers
 communication, 191–193, 195, 198
 critical communicators, 194
 high-performing individuals, 230
 mass communications, 191–192
 senior leader’s instructions, 193
 side changes, 193
Militaristic industrial engineering approach, 

130

Mistake avoidance, 248
Mistake recognition, 132
Misunderstanding behavior, 151
Mnemonic, 30
Money, 93
Monitoring ability, 131

N
Natural behavior suppression, 150
Natural leader identification, 256
Natural work groups, 244
Neutral behavior, 122
New culture
 aberrant behavior, 142
 collaboration and teamwork, 134–142
 emotions, 172
 engaging people, 77–110
 establishing values and beliefs, 15–75, 

19–37, 39–55, 57–75
 family values, 139
 human elements, 127
 inclusions and contribution, 142
 industry, 128
 intellectual sale, 186
 interpretations, 141
 nonroutine work, 131
 operating behavior, 129
 policies for social elements, 161
 practices for social elements, 161
 precision and timeliness, 129–133
 quality stations, 57–75
 routine work, 131
 simple task assumptions, 141
 social consideration, 129–140
 social design, 111–176
 social elements, 127, 144–145, 161
 strategy, 19–37
 team differences, 136–138
 valuing individuals, 147–163
 work emotions management, 145–176
 work environment cohesion, 129
News, 197
 communication reflecting culture, 183–184
Nonconfrontational working environment, 155
Nonmanagerial positions, 232
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North America
 business performance, 1
 culture of inclusion, 146
 homogeneous social environment, 144
 homogeneous work environment, 144
 improvement culture, 82
 industrial improvement, 4
 quality station, 70
 suggestion format, 202
 workplace conditions, 165
North American Christians, 121

O
OEER, see Overall equipment effectiveness 

ratio (OEER)
Offensive behavior, 142
Older members, 232
Operating behavior
 new industrial culture, 129
 organization-wide social standards, 130
 people, 129
Operating goals, 37
Operating policies, 275
Operation, 41
Organization(s)
 department managers, 48
 employee competence management, 224
 employee relationship, 220
 existing competence, 229
 financial growth, 24
 goals, 250
 implication communication, 183
 importance of small teams, 134
 improvement process, 52
 mental health, 274
 OEER, 226
 performance, 224, 226
 rituals, 137
 social standards, 130
Organizational actions, 254
Organizational beginning, 237–278
 affinity groups including all individuals, 

266
 beginning third year, 278
 culture change belief and support, 275
 deploying and translating goals, 251

 first pilot project, 246–249
 first six months, 239–250
 fourth six months, 271–278
 front line pilot projects, 264
 goal implementation, 271
 improvement tools and capabilities, 

240–243
 including individuals, 254–255
 inclusive and autonomous social culture, 

243–245
 individual inclusion, 273–275
 new tools and methods, 256–257
 new tools supporting autonomous action, 

265
 project selection, 272
 quality stations, 257, 262–263
 reliability engineering, 243
 second round of pilot projects, 253
 second six months, 251–260
 single minutes exchange of dies, 242
 strategic goals, 239–240
 sustaining gains, 249, 267, 276–277
 third six months, 261–268
 total productive maintenance, 242–243
 value-stream mapping, 243
Original goals translation, 61
Overall equipment effectiveness ratio (OEER), 

46, 208
 assessment purposes, 225
 definition, 209
 manufacturing success, 224
 organizational performance, 226
Overtime reduction, 104
Owners
 community, 125
 industrial culture values and beliefs, 24
 needs, 35

P
Parents, Friends, and Family of Lesbians and 

Gays (PFFLAG), 158
People
 action-oriented instructions, 191
 engagement, 99–110
 experience, 119
 operating behavior, 129
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Performance
 bulk effect, 217
 goal translation, 252
 improvements, 6
 interim targets, 37
 measurement, 201
 objective components, 201
 strategic goals, 32
 subjective components, 201
 targets, 32, 37, 252
Personal behavior
 industrial culture, 125
 managers, 245
Personal capability, 177
Personal competence, 226
Personal cultural values, 39–55, 45–47
 case study, 48
 CEO’s three-level view, 45
 division managers’ three-level view, 45–47
 dominant culture, 121
 individual department managers’ three-level 

view, 48
 keeping whole team on board, 52
 refreshing goals, 52–53
 translating goals into actions, 43–51
 various, 121
Personal differences, 149
Personal exclusion, 125
Personal interactions, 139
Personal issues, 99
 workplace culture, 126
Personalities, 116
Personal qualities, 152–153
Personal values, 8
Peter Principle, 231
PFFLAG, see Parents, Friends, and Family of 

Lesbians and Gays (PFFLAG)
Physical measurements, 207
Physical quality station, 262
Pilot project, 248
 affinity groups, 266
 intentions, 265
 management-led, 269
 phases, 272
 team process, 250
Poka-yoke, 132, 248
Policies, 148
Policy implementation, 3
Poor performers, 230

Power culture, 202
Practices
 assistance, 272
 cultural change, 148
 rituals, 60
 social change, 148
Precision and timeliness, 129–133
Problem assessment skills, 89
Process operation management, 87
Production capacity, 224
Production timelines, 133
Productivity measurement, 210
Product quality, 224
Product-to-product transitions, 240
Professional behavior, 125
Professional groups, 74
Projects in progress, 62
Proximate cause, 89

Q
Quality rituals, 264
Quality station, 57–75, 59
 activities in progress, 60
 appearance, 68–72
 basic rituals, 75
 behind glass, 72
 budgets, 76
 communications, 62, 67
 completed projects, 60
 concept, 68
 contents, 74
 creation, 73
 engineers, 74
 establishment, 268
 formal rules of practice, 75
 framework, 76
 frameworks, 99
 front-line team, 264
 functional but ugly model, 72
 future ideas, 60, 63–64
 goal deployment, 261
 implementing improvement rituals, 59, 

59–60, 60
 interactive section, 60
 lack of progress, 100
 maintenance, 73
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 management, 74, 76
 measuring and communicating results, 60, 

62
 North American model, 70
 organization, 76
 organizational beginning, 257, 262–263
 practice, 262
 practice of improvement, 150
 professional groups, 74
 projects in progress, 62
 rituals, 62, 65, 135
 rituals of improvement details, 61, 61–64
 rules of practice, 66
 senior managers, 66
 serious Japanese model, 70
 small-team leadership, 65–66
 social Japanese model, 69
 tactical goals, 59, 61
 technical experts, 66
 United Kingdom, 71
 updates, 74
 work, 73

r
Range of emotions
 team leaders, 176
 work environment, 167
Rapid improvement culture
 autonomous action, 138
 establishment, 199
 managing, 199
 measuring performance, 199
 sustaining, 199
Reliability engineering
 definition, 243
 organizational beginning, 243
Residence time, 65
Responsibility of managers, 82
Rituals, 9, 13
 action, 58
 culture, 57–76
 improvement, 59
 improvement details, 61
 industrial culture, 9
 management, 268
 practice, 60

 quality station, 65, 75
 quality station practice, 62
 quality stations, 135
Role of management, 134
Root cause analysis, 89
Routine work
 new culture, 131
 team members’ role, 133

S
Sample goal document, 50
Scheduled meetings, 240
Second round of pilot projects, 253
Secular activities, 118
Selection process
 cultural designers, 256
 cultural design team members, 266
Self-experience managers, 245
Self-funding requirement, 95
Senior management
 analysis of critical positions, 230
 business strategy, 37
 communication, 182, 198
 communication participation, 184
 communication reflecting culture, 189–190
 competency evaluation, 231
 disenfranchisement, 192
 goal development, 241
 ineffective communications, 192
 internal resources, 246
 mass instruction, 191
 message delivery, 182, 188, 189
 message delivery participation, 184
 message timelines, 184
 people action-oriented instructions, 191
 quality station, 66
 responsibilities, 22
 role of team members, 68
 SME, 255
 strategic goals, 22
 strategic goals refreshment, 276
 team members, 68
 translation, 182
 types of communication, 183–184
Serious Japanese model, 70
Shared rituals, 5, 118
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Shared values
 business, 7
 corporate culture, 23
Shigeo Shingo’s methods, 248
Simple task assumptions, 141
Single minutes exchange of dies (SMED), 98, 

241, 248
 definition, 242
 organizational beginning, 242
Single-nation company, 120
Situational culture, 124
Skills
 engaging people, 86–88
 improvement opportunities, 87
 problem assessment, 89
 team leaders, 100
Small event(s)
 activity, 200
 measuring performance, 199–217
 physical measurements, 207
 tangible measurement, 207
Small event improvements, 95
 bulk measurement, 204
 data, 213
 definition, 96
 engaging people, 95
 management, 259
Small events performance measurement, 

199–215
 autonomous improvement, 200–201
 bulk measurements, 204–205
 bulk measures, 212
 defending measurements, 215
 direct and exact measurements, 208
 engagement, 202–203
 fair and accurate system, 209
 meaningless data, 213–214
 measurement consistency and credibility, 

208–210
 subjective data, 211
 subject matter expert, 210
 visible results measurement, 206–207
Small teams, 66
 beliefs’ compatibility, 137
 communication, 145
 cultural leadership, 66
 culture, 116
 disruptive behavior, 138
 effective communication, 190

 efficiency, 146
 improvement actions, 66, 139
 industrial culture, 2
 interpersonal relations, 137
 leadership, 65–66, 81
 management, 135
 organizational importance, 134
 organization rituals, 137
 production timelines, 133
 quality stations, 65–66
 routine work impact, 133
 social considerations, 135
 value compatibility, 137
SME, see Subject matter expert (SME)
SMED, see Single minutes exchange of dies 

(SMED)
Social change, 148
Social characteristics
 workplace collaboration, 129
 workplace productivity, 129
Social considerations
 new culture, 129–140
 small-team work, 135
Social cultural confusion, 117
Social cultures
 behavior, 9
 community owners, 125
 components, 8
 corporate awareness, 149
 elements, 12
 industrial culture, 4, 57, 119
 industrial cultures, 120
 work environment, 119
Social design new culture, 111–176
Social elements
 new culture, 127, 144–145, 161
Social expectations, 131
Social interaction, 125
Social Japanese model, 69
Social mechanisms, 116
Social practices, 139
Social situations, 142
Social support, 154–158
Social values, 8
Social work, 136
South Africa, 20
South America, 20
Special culture, 126
Specific skilled professional assistance, 110
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Staff Support Quality circle, 73
Stakeholders
 community, 26
 issues, 27
Standard work week, 210
Strategic business performance, 216
Strategic direction
 business, 7
 defining by business, 21
 experience, 54
Strategic gaps, 23
Strategic goals, 19, 46
 business, 7, 51, 239
 business achievement, 39
 business elements, 29
 communication, 29
 coordination, 43
 creation, 55
 definition, 20
 delegation, 43
 development, 240
 direction of, 37
 form, 32
 improvement, 103
 involvement process, 34
 leaders, 22
 organizational beginning, 239–240
 performance targets, 32
 prevention, 40
 refreshment, 53, 276, 277
 senior leader, 22
 substance, 32
 tactical goals, 21
 translation, 54
 translation into action, 55
 written process, 240
Strategic objectives, 21, 28
Strategic performance, 200
Strategic process, 52
Strategy translation, 277
Structured behavior, 109
Subjective elements, 99–110
Subjective problems, 101
Subject matter expert (SME), 203
 affinity groups, 274
 competence data, 235
 competency assessment, 212
 competency evaluation, 233
 culture change, 249

 culture design team, 251
 design team contact, 274
 external consultation, 254
 measurement system, 210, 216
 measurement systems, 250
 objectivity, 226
 pilot projects, 257, 259
 senior managers, 255
 subjective performance measure, 217
 team leaders, 250, 253
 team members, 247
 training, 254, 273
Suggestion format, 202
Supervisors, 131
Support
 communication, 267
 cultural change, 148
 management, 163
 messages, 197
 statements, 185–186
Sustaining gains, 249, 267, 276–277

T
Tactical action, 46
 business, 8
Tactical goals, 46
 enterprise goals, 61
 individual contributors, 262
 quality stations, 61
 strategic goals, 21
 strategic implementation, 21
 team progression, 59
Tangible benefits, 161
Tangible measurement, 207
Task-level supervision, 83
Team(s)
 based improvements, 145
 differences, 136–138
 discussion behavior, 151
 external help, 110
 improvement capabilities, 94
 individual behavior, 150
 misunderstanding behavior, 151
 process, 250
 progression, 59
 relations, 136
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 social expectations, 131
 tactical goals, 41, 103
Team leaders, 67
 disruptions, 106
 emotional issues, 152
 importance of role, 134
 instructions, 193
 interpersonal discussions, 152
 personal behaviors, 245
 quality station, 263
 range of emotions’ management, 176
 role, 134
 skills, 100
 SME, 250, 253
Team members
 disruptive, 105–106
 effective communication, 190
 front-line team, 264
 lack of interest, 109
 management conversation, 68
 natural behavior suppression, 150
 senior manager, 68
 SME, 247
 structured behavior, 109
Teamwork, 1
 autonomous action, 134
 industrial culture, 7
 new culture, 134–142
Technical experts, 66
Technology, 241
Time, 189
 corporate resources, 93
 improvement process, 93
 new culture, 129–133
 scheduling, 91
Total productive maintenance (TPM), 241
 definition, 242
 organizational beginning, 242–243
TPM, see Total productive maintenance (TPM)
Training
 causal analysis, 90
 SME, 254, 273
Translation process, 252
 CEO, 45
 front-line team, 253
 leadership team, 251
 senior management, 182
Trust, 105

u
Unions, 107
United Kingdom
 environmental engineering group, 71
 labor agreements, 104
 measure of productivity, 210
 quality station, 71
 standard work week, 210
United States
 measure of productivity, 210
 standard work week, 210
United Way, 186
Unnatural behavior, 125
Unreceived messages, 192
Unresponsive behavior, 150

V
Vacation teams, 97
Values, 13
 compatibility of small teams, 137
 cultural models, 140
 individuals, 142
 industrial culture, 19–38
 new culture, 15–75
Value-stream mapping (VSM), 241
 definition, 243
 organizational beginning, 243
Valuing individuals, 147–163
 celebrating cultural change, 161–162
 corporate awareness of individual 

differences, 149–151
 corporate practice, 163
 diversity pioneers, 158
 elements, 147–162, 149–151, 152–158
 emotional and social support, 154–158
 heritage issues, 155
 new culture, 147–163
 new policies and practices enforcement, 160
 new policies and practices establishment, 

158–159
 personal qualities, 152–153
Visible results measurement, 206–207
Vision statement, 46
VSM, see Value-stream mapping (VSM)



Index  ◾  295

w
Western Electric Hawthorne Works, 25
Western Europe
 culture of inclusion, 146
 homogeneous social environment, 144
 homogenous work environment, 144
 improvement culture, 82
 industrial improvement, 4
 workplace conditions, 165
Western industry, 130
Work, 6
 assignments, 96
 dominant social culture, 120
 emotions management, 145–176
 engagement, 234
 groups, 92
 life quality, 26
 management emotions, 165–177
 management relationships, 91
 opportunities, 64
 process, 25
 progress, 5
 quality station, 73

 task management, 161
Work environment
 cohesion, 129
 emotional groups, 166
 emotional neutrality, 166
 employees, 7
 nonconfrontational, 155
 range of emotions, 167
 social cultures, 119
 work process, 25
Workplace
 collaboration, 129
 conditions, 165
 emotions, 169, 171, 173, 174
 management emotions, 173
 personal issues, 126
 productivity, 129
 understanding emotions, 173
World War II
 industrial engineering approach, 130
 militaristic industrial engineering 

approach, 130
Written goal statement, 38
Written process, 240
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