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Building the Culture for 
Lean to Succeed

By Jeff Thompson, MD
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Working definition of Lean:
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The development of a culture that  enables an 
overall management system to create value for 
customers by eliminating waste and solves 
problems through the daily application of the 
scientific method in creating standard work.

-S. Shortell, Ph.D., U.C. Berkely
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http://www.lean.org/Workshops

Is ‘Lean Thinking’ making a difference in Healthcare?

Answer:

Not Much, Not Really.

“Healthcare Lags far Behind the Manufacturing 
Industry’s Level of Excellence in Lean Application”.

© 2018 Lean Enterprise Institute. All rights reserved. 6

-S. Shortell, Ph.D., U.C. Berkely
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WHY NOT?
Answer:

There is an over-emphasis on the tools and 

“one-off” projects as opposed to the realization 

that it is a radically new way of Leading and 
Managing a Healthcare Organization.

Emphasis on The 4 E’s:

• Empowerment
• Engagement
• Execution
• Excellence
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-S. Shortell, Ph.D., U.C. Berkely
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“You cannot give what you do not have....if 
they don’t feel cared for...they can’t care...to 

embrace...you have to have been 
embraced. To respect you have to have 

been respected....don’t be stunned by your 
staff’s lack of care, connection , or respect if 

they have not, through their eyes, been 
cared for...connected with...and respected.”

- Maureen Bisognano
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Leaders
• No one’s ego is more important than the well-being of 

those you serve.

• What you tolerate, you support.

• The more special and protected we treat the 
executives, the less special and more afraid the staff 
feel.
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People
• “Holding accountable” is looking backward. “Being 

responsible for their success” is looking forward. 
Excellence will be found in the balance.

• The ripple effect of undermanaged poor performance 
by leaders is enormous.

• The chain of command is always a weak link in the 
communication chain.
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Organization
• We need to move past the notion of excellence on the 

basis of reputation, marketing budgets, or size, and 
expect greatness to be described by broad outcome 
measures across time, demographics, and sectors of 
the community.

• Finances and facilities are tools—important, useful 
tools, but just tools.
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Try things 
even  if you 
think they 

won’t work
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Sometimes it works…
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Jeff Thompson, MD
CEO Emeritus

jethomps@gundersenhealth.org
http://jeffthompsonmd.com/

@jeffthompsonmd

www.linkedin.com/in/jeffthompsonmd

www.gundersenhealth.org


