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Root causes should be identi� ed and eliminated. No 
incremental improvement bandages. Intolerance for 
insu�  cient processes. Confronting and eliminating them. 
Eliminating small problems is not incremental improvement 
in this worldview. It is a professional obligation.

� is view does not exactly match my mental model of 
incremental improvement. Does it match yours? 
Wouldn’t we be happy to reduce the impact of a small 
problem in our process, even if we had not eliminated it? 
Incremental, continuous improvement, right? Not so. 
Max and his mentor are giving us a new value: intolerance 
for process failures. I will embrace my ‘intolerance’ in this 
new year. Will you join me?

But Wait, There’s More
Max’s vision also evidences a recalibration of our motivation 
and intention, “…is insu�  cient for the future we intend.” 
Give that a few minutes of thought. “� e future we intend.” 
What is the role of intention in our manufacturing practice? 
With serious re� ection, one can get fairly easily to the idea 
that they intend to make good parts. � at they intend to not 
cause waste or excess scrap. � at they intend to identify 
some improvements to reduce costs and help sustain the 

New Thinking from the New Generation 
for the New Year

Rather than inaugurate this year with a list of resolutions 
or prognostications that may or may not be of interest 
or value, I’d like to share some of the new thinking 
from the new generation of industry leaders that I have 
encountered over the past year. Trigger warning: if 
you are a fan of continuous improvement, this article’s 
message may be a bit unexpected.

Incremental Improvement
I met Max Kocher, production manager of grinding at 
Paul Horn, while visiting Horn Technology Days, and 
was impressed by the aspirations that were built into 
his thinking. Max is a convincingly positive ambassador 
for the company’s commitment to culture and craft, but 
shocked me when he spoke dismissively of continuous 
improvement. Here is what he said: “Incremental 
improvement is insu�  cient for the future that we intend.” 

As a practitioner and leader of continuous 
improvement, I found it humbling to � nd that my 
incremental improvement philosophy had suddenly 
become “insu�  cient” in the eyes and mind of this new-
generation production manager. Incremental, continuous 
improvement has been my daily experience and top 
priority in manufacturing — and life — since being 
separated from U.S. Steel in 1984, when the domestic steel 
mills were losing the quality battle against foreign mills. 
Continuous improvement and statistical and quality tools 
helped us to win back that business and create processes 
operating at zero parts per million across multiple years 
for our automotive production processes. Continuous 
improvement was su�  cient for me.

Max quotes Wolfgang Grupp CEO at Trigema to explain. 
“Mr. Grupp says, ‘If you have a big problem, you are an 
idiot. Every big problem was once a small problem. 
Fix it when it’s small.’” 

� is is puzzling. Fixing it when it is small sounds a lot 
like incremental improvement to me. But Max explains 
that small problems should not even be tolerated — they 
should be eradicated, not incrementally improved. 
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“We have to learn to think in a new way.”  
—Albert Einstein 
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