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“Continuous Improvement (CI) of 
the people and processes under my 
authority” is the fourth point of my 
internal compass. The Kaizen concept 
is usually explained to Americans 
as meaning  “improvement.” While 
this simplification overlooks the role 
of maintenance and standardization 
in the Japanese implementation of 
Kaizen, it can be understood that a 
major component of Kaizen strategy 
is the call for never-ending efforts for 
improvement that involves everyone 
in the organization—managers and 
workers alike. 

Here are five ideas to help you under-
stand whether your organization is 
focused on continuous improvement 
or suffering from continuous pain 
because of a lack of a process for gen-
erating progress and improvement.

5) It’s about the process, NOT the 
results. If you concentrate on nurtur-
ing the process, the results will  
come as a natural consequence. 
Everyone has processes and every 
process can be improved. Unintended 
variation in our processes leads to 
undesirable variation in the outcomes 
of our processes. 

The proper continuous improvement 
focus is to simplify our processes to 
reduce or eliminate these potential 
variations. This is what makes Lean 
and 5-S successful—the elimination 
of unwanted variation.

4) Frozen practices versus 
“Freedom with Fences.” At least part 
of the current malaise in Detroit these 
days is a consequence of the major 
OEMs’ insistence on frozen practices. 
They are simultaneously demanding 
cost reductions from “savings” that 
their frozen practice procurement 
systems are structurally designed to 
prevent. 

“Freedom with Fences” is a term 
used at Harley-Davidson. It enables 
employees to understand both the lim-

its and the latitude they have to make 
improvements in their work processes 
while protecting their downstream 
customers. Would your people say 
that you are a “freedom” company or 
a “fences” company? Or, would they 
say that you, like Harley-Davidson, 
are a “Freedom with Fences” com-
pany? What will you do about it?

3) Have the courage to take risks. 
Thomas Edison had countless failures 
in his work to find the ideal filament 
material for the incandescent light. 
Yet, he looked at each of those fail-
ures as “lessons that taught us what 
won’t work” rather than as failed 
experiments. 

There will always be risks associated 
with change. There are no guarantees. 
But there are inevitable long-term 
risks to avoiding change as well. One 
can intelligently manage risk through 
the use of facts and data. 

Who has access to facts and data in 
your shop? Do they know that fail-
ure is survivable? An organization 
that is truly committed to continuous 
improvement is filled with people 
who are comfortable with learning 
from what doesn’t work. An organiza-
tion where people are afraid of con-
sequences will never be successful at 
continuous improvement.

2) Continuous improvement is a 
process. Processes have owners. 
Owners are empowered to maintain 
and improve that which they own. 
Who owns continuous improvement 
in your business? Who owns con-
tinuous improvement in your shop? 
Who owns continuous improvement 
in your chip-spinning department? 
What evidence exists to show that all 
employees are working on continuous 
improvement?

1) Every day, some kind of 
improvement should be made 
somewhere in your company. Many 
small, incremental improvements 

over time will out-achieve a few large 
“breakthrough” projects over the long 
run. They will also be easier to sustain 
and will probably cost less, too. Do 
you know where the last continuous 
improvement idea was implemented 
in your company? Do you know 
when? Did you congratulate the  
team that implemented it? Why or 
why not?

Continuous improvement is synony-
mous with progress. Without continu-
ous improvement, there can be no 
progress, only decline as the rest of 
the world continues its drive to bet-
ter/faster/cheaper.

Continuous improvement is the 
engine that drives our economy 
through improved customer satisfac-
tion, reduced variability, reduced 
waste and higher profits. The above 
ideas for continuous improvement 
ought to give you an indication of the 
status of continuous improvement in 
your company. It’s time to get  
to work.

As part of its continuous improvement, 
Micromatics developed this indexing table 
so the company could use a mill as an 
assembly press.
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