“Lean is a practice, not a theory”
An Interview with Freddy and Michael Ballé, authors of The Gold Mine
Q. How does The Gold Mine fit in with existing literature that teaches lean thinking or change management?

A. The truth is that part of what makes lean difficult is the linkage between change management and the lean tools. Most books that tackle both lean thinking and change management tend to approach these subjects separately. First they’ll describe the lean tools, and then they’ll go into change management theory. With The Gold Mine, we’ve tried to deal with these two themes concurrently, progressing on both fronts at the same time. 

Q. Bob Woods, the gruff lean sensei of this book, stresses that the real challenge “is all about people.” Are people issues more difficult to resolve than technical ones?

A. We find it hard to distinguish “technical” issues from “people” issues. Indeed, the two cannot be separated. And so the real question that matters is this: what does it take for lean to become part of the company’s culture? The answer is: a critical mass of people who both think lean and act lean. 

Regardless of how much has been published about the topic, thinking lean is not that obvious. Most people who observe their operations conclude that while they might understand this lean concept very well, it just doesn’t apply to their particular circumstance. They need help in seeing the connection.

Q. So how, then, do people actually get started on this approach?

A. They need to, in essence, develop a lean eye. John Shook and Mike Rother’s book, Learning to See, refers to the genchi gembutsu, which is translated as “go see for yourself.” The Gold Mine starts from this perspective. Before being exposed to lean ideas, Phil Jenkinson (a co-founder of the example company) has to learn to see his factory in much greater detail and understand how the different elements affect each other. 

Q. What else is necessary to produce true change?

A. Realizing that “lean behavior” is a matter of doing as much as understanding. Most people need to understand an idea before they actually act upon it. Indeed, who can blame them? If someone starts with the assumption that they understand the concepts but don’t believe they apply, they will never make any progress. Each person must develop his or her own understanding of how to make the concept actually pay off. And the only way to gain this insight is to try it and see where you arrive.

Q. Phil Jenkinson, the company co-founder, seems constantly surprised and frustrated by the resistance he encounters to the turnaround. How realistic is his experience, and what should readers, managers, and leaders learn from this?

A. Our rule of thumb when writing the Phil character was that every plant manager who has tried lean transformation would think: Yep, I’ve been there. So, yes, we believe that Phil’s experience is pretty realistic, although, of course, real-life plant managers will react very differently according to their own personality.

Phil’s greatest revelation might be that lean implementation ultimately requires a lean attitude. This speaks to the issue of resistance. One of the first things a lean sensei told us was that the greatest weakness of lean was exclusive reliance on the plant managers. True—but, interestingly, we’ve also come to believe that this very trait is one of the keys of the effectiveness of lean. You can transform your company culture to benefit from lean by creating a critical mass of the right people. 

So the key issue is: what proportion of your employees, from top management to operators are lean converts? Pragmatically, there are only two ways of changing this proportion: either you convince people or you replace them, which is exactly the problem Phil is facing in The Gold Mine. As we’ve tried to show in the novel, it’s not an easy issue and should not be dealt with by knee-jerk reactions. 

Q. If lean is all about seeking perfection, why don’t the characters appear to be more happy as they travel the path?

A. Frustration is a common feeling for plant managers engaged in a lean transformation. There are many practical reasons. First, lean results seldom happen in isolation. In order to have a workable kanban system, for example, you must have already achieved some traction in production, logistics, and quality. Every single little action takes a whole lot of convincing, which can be very frustrating. Managers often feel that they spend far more time explaining or twisting arms than actually doing lean. 

Secondly, even when people are engaged and on board, transformation feels like an agonizingly slow process simply because it’s such hard work! Reducing tool change, for example, is easy during a single minute exchange of die (SMED) workshop where you often get 40% to 50% reduction with no sweat. But it’s a lot harder to obtain shorter tool changes systematically at every change. 

On top of all this, many of your colleagues, themselves reluctant to commit to lean, might be watching and waiting for you to fall flat on your face. The upshot is that financial results will eventually come, but never fast enough, and rarely directly connected to one specific lean activity. As the plant gets more “lean,” the numbers get better as well. 

Q. Can you explain the title?

A. We were running a lean workshop in India, and the guys were being very clever. They had very good answers and objections to every lean tool we tried to present. The Indian team members were trying their hardest to understand but simply weren’t buying it. Their plant was a clear-cut case of people understanding what we were saying, but not seeing that it applied to them. 

As the discussion got increasingly heated, one of the guys called up some data on the inventory around the plant. All these parts had already been sold to customers with signed contracts. And the only way to get the cash out of the customer’s pocket was to get the finished product to them as quickly as possible. Surprised and frustrated that his own colleagues couldn’t see this, the individual finally exclaimed, “Don’t you see—we’ve got a gold mine in this plant!” This became the turning point of the workshop. 

Q. Please share your background with lean and how it led to this book.

A. Freddy has been a manufacturing engineer and engineering manager in Renault for about 30 years, and was one of the early Europeans to get interested in the nuts and bolts of the Toyota Production System, or TPS. He realized very early on that this was the only way to compete in the auto industry. Eventually, he got the opportunity to deploy the system in full at Valeo as technical vice president. This was one the first implementations of lean as a total production system in Europe. 

Freddy then helped the company participate in Toyota’s early European supplier integration program, and was trained with a core team of experts by Toyota’s own lean gurus from the Operations Management Consulting Division. Finally, as CEO of Sommer Allibert, he had the opportunity to expand lean from lean manufacturing to a total business system. Today he continues to help a number of companies as an independent consultant.

Michael is trained as a sociologist and was researching the cognitive and social roots to “resistance to change” at the time of the early Toyota experiments in Valeo. Following Freddy’s advice, he started studying the program in more detail, and caught the lean bug in the process. Michael had previously been working in supply chain dynamic simulations as a consultant with a big six consultancy in London and had published his first book on the topic (Managing with System Thinking, McGraw-Hill, 1994). At the time he was looking for practical ways of implementing general systems thinking concepts in practice, and had grown disillusioned with the tack the systems thinking movement was taking at the time. From his point of view, TPS was a revelation: the very embodiment of systems thinking in practice. 

Q. Many readers who purchase this book are hungry for simple, quick, and easy-to-use tools that will fix their immediate problems. Will this book help them?
A. The astonishing thing about lean tools is that although everyone moans about how hard they are to implement, occasionally a plant manger wakes up and “just does it.” He trains his or her supervisors, and they’re off and running, realizing immediate results. The hard thing is staying motivated enough to persevere through the ensuing challenges. In this respect, we hope that The Gold Mine can help by giving a realistic description of what to expect in a typical lean journey. As regards quick and easy, the results obtained in The Gold Mine are pretty quick, but by all means not as spectacular as some of the things we’ve seen done. 

The Gold Mine should help readers to get a clearer idea of the purpose of each lean tool, and a better expectation of what can happen if you start down the path. 

For More Information

Workshops and Workbooks 
The Lean Enterprise Institute (LEI) runs monthly regional workshops on basic and more advanced lean tools and publishes a series of workbooks on the tools needed to transform traditional businesses to lean. LEI workbooks and training materials - all designed to de-mystify what a sensei does - show you what steps to take on Monday morning to implement lean concepts. Visit the LEI web site for these and other resources supporting lean transformations. 
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