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CASE STUDY – LEAN MANUFACTURING 

 

In the early seventies the Japanese made us aware of the need for Total Quality.  
Quality circles sprang up, but they didn’t really work in the west until we related them 
to cross-functional Employee Involvement.  Together they gave us the philosophy of 
Total Quality Management (TQM).  These were joined in 1979 (in the US) and 1982 (in 
Europe) by another philosophy Just-In-Time (JIT), based on the elimination of waste 
and later by Kaizen, short cycle manufacturing, et al.  With these tools, manufacturing 
took a different route and business had changed forever. 

In the early eighties leading western companies realised that the Japanese success was 
not just culture-based.  The basis was a quite different set of concepts, principles, 
polices and techniques for managing and operating a manufacturing plant.  Once 
understood, these were not hard to accept and not so difficult to apply.  Today, continual 
and rapid improvement in quality, cost, lead-time, customer service and flexibility are 
accepted as concurrent (rather than opposing) goals by all companies aspiring to be Lean 
Manufacturers. 

It is their Lean Manufacturing techniques, combined with integration of IT systems that 
have provided the dramatic, continual and rapid improvements in lead-time, quality, 
costs, flexibility and service. 

The basic principles of employee involvement, working through self-directed teams and 
total quality that focuses on processes and meeting customer requirements, give us the 
basis for continual improvement.  It is waste elimination (of which JIT is a 
consequence) that provides the rapid and immediate improvement in manufacturing. 

Proven waste elimination methodologies used by manufacturing companies cover: 

Cellular Manufacturing – organisation of the plant into manufacturing cells based on 
product or part, process type or customer 

Rate Based Scheduling – repetitive or mixed-model production based on the rate of 
customer demand 

Small Batch Production – the goal is ‘one-piece’ flow achieved through set-up 
reduction techniques 

Kanban – a ‘pull’ system of production linked to actual customer demand 

Close-Coupled Logistics – suppliers delivering to ‘point-of-use’: reduction in total 
distribution chain through inventory and lead time reduction 
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Design for Manufacturing and Assembly – modular design: reduction in the number 
of components and bill of material levels; ‘fail-safe’ designs; design in quality 

Total Productive Maintenance – operator responsibility for routine maintenance and 
housekeeping, with engineers as part of a cell team 

Flexibility – training: multi-skilled workforce; modular capacity; re-engineered 
support processes and changeover reduction to provide rapid product mix/volume 
change capability 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Putting in cellular manufacturing and using Kanban or Rate Based Scheduling for the 
higher volume items, business and production gets the bulk of items off MRP II 
(Manufacturing Resource Planning) and reduces the complexity of manufacturing 
operations.  One of the key features in Lean manufacturing is Visible Measurements, 
where key customer satisfaction measurements are displayed in cells by the operators – 
like quality, lead time reduction, skills, output and adherence to schedule.  
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Operators determine the kanban quantities and call off deliveries from the supplier, who 
then delivers directly to the point of use, without the need for goods in or inspection.  
Lean techniques have made it possible to use manufacturing as a marketing edge.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cell is the core of Lean Manufacturing and in the cell everybody works as an 
integrated team.  Training in Lean principles and techniques is a prerequisite for all cell 
members.  Payment is not on piecework but based on a form of reward and recognition.  
Multi-skilling is necessary to give flexibility, understanding of the cell operation, 
provide job satisfaction and back up.  The cell team should include all the day-to-day 
support functions – such as purchasing, engineering, costing materials and management 
– for the product, process or customer. 

It is essential to get an early success through a pilot installation.  Select an established 
product family with a stable schedule for a pilot cell; form a multidisciplinary team and 
dedicate sufficient resources to get the pilot running quickly.  Install as many of the 
Lean principles and techniques as possible and involve all the operators in planning the 
layout and operation sequence.  Use visible measurements and problem boards from day 
one and ensure that operators' ‘own’ the measurements.  Allow time for problem solving 
and encourage operators to ‘fine tune’ the cell. 
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Don’t allow routing complexity within the cell and keep safety stocks off-line (so you 
know when problems occur).  Never over look the importance of good ‘housekeeping’ 
and don’t expect any substantial benefit just from moving equipment into new layouts.  
Most importantly, don’t allow any loss of momentum once the pilot has begun. 

Lean Manufacturing provides the shorter lead times, improved throughput capability, 
improved process reliability and increased flexibility that give improved service and 
quality at lower cost.  Lean Manufacturing allows this responsiveness to provide a 
competitive edge through guaranteed availability.  One hundred percent quality, 
competitive costs and fast order replenishment. 
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The Lean Assessment:  How Lean is Your Business? 
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For More Information Please Contact:  Joseph Turnbull 

Worldwide Business Solutions: www.wwbsgroup.com 

The London Office 

31, Candover Close 

 Harmondsworth  

Middlesex, UB7 0BD 

Tel: +44 (0) 208 7599631 

Fax: +44 (0) 208 7599632 

turnbull.j@wwbsgroup.com 
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