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A Lean look at

Practical Innovation

across the enterprise

Giving Process Innovation
the respect it deserves

INNOVATION

According to the late Peter Drucker, Innovation is “a change that creates a new dimension of performance” – while the American Heritage Dictionary refers to it as “the act of introducing something new”. 
The important thing to note is that innovation can involve anyone.  To compete and win in the global market place we will need innovation to flow freely from every human being in our organization - to the best of their ability. Our challenge is to make continuing innovation a part of our culture.  

But where do we start?  We begin with what we value and how we think.  From listening to government and academic pronouncements over the last 30 years, it is easy to gain the impression that Product Innovation is the one that matters.  However, going forward successfully in the 21st Century will demand the integration of all kinds of innovation.  Nothing less!  And that won’t happen until we roundly respect and celebrate innovation equally whether it is Product, Process, Marketing or Management innovation – the four Innovations described by creativity guru, James M. Higgins.  

Can you think of anything more unfortunate than seeing an innovative World Class Canadian product fail because it can’t be made due to the lack of innovative World Class processes?   Innovation depends on creativity, which is a skill that can be acquired by nearly anyone.  But creativity is not sufficient on its own - creative ideas must be transformed into innovations to boost the bottom line.

 It is important to appreciate the interdependencies between the types of innovations because if we are to get it right we will need to have our competitiveness innovation engines hitting on all cylinders – not just one.  You do not have to look far for industry’s reaction.  Linamar’s CEO Linda Hazenfratz stated clearly on the Business News Network recently – “It is process innovation we depend upon to grow our company”.  Her comment confirms the need to increase our respect for those who add value every day in our organizations.  Jack Welch put it all together very nicely when he stated, “We know where most of the creativity, the innovation, the stuff that drives productivity lies - in the minds of those closest to the work.”  Our futures will be better served by listening more closely to these minds.  The winning firms respect, equip, and involve their value adders because they understand that only through genuine involvement do you get that priceless commodity, the sense of true ownership that makes sustainability possible. 

WHAT IS THE URGENCY?

So how serious is the need for innovation?  According to innovation expert, Dr. Gary Hamel – “Somewhere out there is a bullet with your company's name on it.  Somewhere out there is a competitor, unborn and unknown, that will render your strategy obsolete.  You can't dodge the bullet.  You're going to have to shoot first.  You're going to have to out-innovate the innovators.”  For some – perhaps your company – his pronouncement may resonate.  And if it does, the time to get started is now.  
Twenty four years ago, thanks to the fresh influx of $100 million dollars, 5 technology centres were established in Ontario under the BILD Program – the largest being the Ontario Centre for Advanced Manufacturing (OCAM).  In 1983 the Centre launched the same training programs that are a key part of Lean Manufacturing today - which is to say that little progress in the application of the World Class process that Toyota made famous has occurred.  We do not have another twenty four years to squander. We are now in a world where your most feared competitor is but one mouse click away from your best customer.

The scope of what is going on around us is there for those who will look and listen.  As Roy Verstraete, President  & CEO of Anchor-Danly has often said, “It’s hard to convey what is truly happening.  Everyone should visit China and see the unbroken line of construction cranes that extend as far as the eye can see”.  But it is not the construction cranes that are of concern.  It is what will fill those thousands of facilities over the next three to five years as the cranes move on to their new locations.  

We smile nervously as we joke of the national bird of China having become ‘the construction crane.’  The gathering storm will tap our innovation as never before.

WHAT’S HOLDING US BACK? ~ IT IS US!

In our society, Manufacturing is not recognized as strategically important to the infrastructure of our nation.  How often does each Member of Parliament visit a manufacturing facility each year?  Or, how many of the first 10 people you ask at random could tell you that for every manufacturing dollar of output, $3.05 dollars worth of economic activity is generated?  Try it.
But be that as it may, it is wise to look closely at the competitiveness-sapping enigma which is our culture. We can no longer dismiss culture as being a ‘non-controllable’ because when change meets culture – culture wins every time.  We now have to do something and those who win are those who understand that their commitment to a cultural transformation will be measured in years.

Over the last three years, North America’s major Lean Manufacturing conferences have resonated with two recurrent themes – both of which are culture and leadership related.  The first confirms our inability to harvest and hold the gains/innovations we ourselves make.  The second is the lack of commitment and discipline needed to entrench Standardized Work into our culture.  This is essential because Standardized Work is the key to both Continuous Improvement and innovation.  We cannot forget that Continuous Improvement is the most formidable competitive weapon any organization can acquire – a mantra quoted by OCAM since 1983.

COLLABORATION’S ROLE IN PRACTICAL INNOVATION

Over 200 companies in Canada are taking advantage of the ideas, the leveraging, and the stimulation that can come from peer-to-peer exchanges.  One configuration is referred to by MIT’s Sloan Management Review as a ‘Leveraged Learning Network (LLN)’ – which the members simply refer to as a ‘Consortium.’  
Canada’s oldest LLN/Consortium has repeatedly surveyed their members to determine what value they get for their fees.  

The top seven reasons for belonging in order are:  

1) To confirm the right vision

2) To exchange practical ideas they can apply

3) To learn new practices and philosophies and how they are deployed 

4) To be exposed to fresh ‘outside eyes’ to stimulate new thinking and change

5) To leverage resources of all kinds

6) To accelerate the rate of culture change, improvement, & avoidance of mistakes

7) To access resources of people, technology, & processes.

COLLABORATION: AN UNTAPPED OPPORTUNITY

 By not taking advantage of collaborative opportunities we hobble our creative and innovative thinking. The 2006-2007 CME Management Issues survey was completed by 986 companies.  They confirmed to a 3.5% accuracy 19 times out of 20, that 84% of our companies do not collaborate with suppliers while initiating their Quality Improvement strategies.  And 81% do not collaborate with their customers -- the very people whose assessment of their quality is crucial.  In fact, the Lean definition of ‘Quality’ is commonly, “That which the customer wants.” This could suggest lost opportunities.  
The evidence gets no better for companies asked about their collaboration around Product Design and Engineering Improvements.  In these situations 91% of the companies reported failing to involve their suppliers – and 83% did not involve their customers.  For straight Product Innovation, the numbers are even more concerning with 92% not bothering to collaborate with their suppliers - and 84% failing to collaborate with their customers to whom they are planning to sell such products.

Another area to investigate is the application of a systematic approach to applying problem solving skills, and effective teamwork. The evidence is clear from the same survey where the 986 corporate leaders listed Problem Solving, Technical Skills, and Teamwork as the top 3 “Least Satisfactory Skill Sets.”  While the need for Problem Solving skills is ranked number one, discussions with North American providers of such programs yields another picture.  They often describe offering such topics but find little broad pickup or interest coming from the companies – many of whom opt for the ‘faster improvement’ of Kaizen Blitzes.  Unfortunately, Standardized work – the heart of sustainable Continuous Improvement that’s fuelled by innovation - is not on the radar scope yet, even though it is the key to Continuous Improvement – again, the most formidable competitive weapon any organization can acquire.

WHAT IS THE ISSUE? 

There is such a ringing analogy here to the person who dreams and desires to play the piano -- but is not prepared to either take lessons or practice. They just want to play the piano.  There are parallels to firms who want the benefits of creativity, innovation, and Lean - but are not prepared for the work required, while Kaizen Blitzes (A 3-4 day ‘innovation process’ on steroids) generate substantial innovation fast for the cost of a few pizzas.  However, the gains often melt away either because of the lack of discipline to integrate the improvements into daily practices, or because of the failure to integrate the changes into upstream and downstream operations.  
Value Stream Mapping (VSM) is a good example of an underused innovative tool many have tried – once – when it was first introduced as a brilliant means of exposing wastes.  It takes work, but it does expose the wasteful steps between a supplier and a customer.  Its application avoids costly ‘Kamikaze Kaizens’ that produce great results that are of no value to the customer.  The better companies use it almost religiously to find and target waste.  Where the innovation really occurs is in organizations like World Vision that apply it to donations to stem the drain of dollars caused by wasteful processes.

THE ROAD AHEAD

A manufacturer at the Canadian Regional Lean Conference in Edmonton this year reminded me “The innovative challenges we are facing are little different than those faced by our fore-fathers when opening up a new frontier or facing a clear and present danger by nature or war. We put our aside our differences, we remembered that we were all in the same boat and that every one of us had a contribution to make to survive – and this probably won’t be much different.” 
And you don’t have far to look for reinforcement of his perspective.  Boeing will tell you that one of the greatest periods of innovation in their history came during the Second World War during the building of the B17’s – one of the most reliable aircraft in the war. The plane was built and assembled by housewives and farmers who came together around the realization that a father or a son may be onboard that very machine.  Boeing’s travelling testament to this brought huge displays with pictures showing the innovations they made that made this aircraft the weapon it was.  True, it was war that united them - but many today believe we really are in a war for economic survival.  

Innovation is part of the human experience.  Innovation and counter-innovation are part of everyday life in Iraq and Afghanistan.  It would seem that all that’s needed is the will to look at what needs to be done in your environment - and get the discussion underway around it with the words “In What Ways Can We….?”  It is a very powerful question that can open minds to begin discussions that generates innovative results.  In other words, the road ahead is what we make it.  And it all starts with a vision and the willingness to communicate and listen to each other with respect.

WHERE TO START?

1. Develop a company-wide ‘Innovation Strategy’ for all employees – plus the development of a no-blame environment based on trust and mutual respect.
2. Inspire leaders to ensure ‘innovation’ is in the daily conversations of all personnel.  Remind them that change does not take place through edicts on the wall – but through conversations with people every day.  

3. Equip employees with the tools needed to innovate at their level including the training needed to remove all discomfort with the new tools

4. Celebrate innovation at all levels. Be genuine. Be excited.

5. Just when your team feels they have it together, take them to visit other installations for ideas and to exchange their thinking 

6. Make your plant ‘tour ready’ to drive Process Improvement innovation into your facility.  Begin hosting tours for ‘outside eyes’ who will question what you do.

7. Just getting started will prepare you for the next step.

8. Select books on creativity, innovation, and thinking and add them to the company library.  Contact: www.ocapt.com
Frederick Hertzberg showed many years ago that ‘achievement’ was the greatest motivator of the human being.  Growing a culture that achieves at every level “change that creates a new dimension of performance” must become our passion.  By involving our value-adders and applying empathy every day, leaders can appreciate the inspiration an employee feels by achieving an improvement – one that the leader may initially have thought almost trivial.  But in that employee’s world, it may be the small innovation that begets more innovation, with still more innovations to come.
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“We know where most of the creativity, the innovation, the stuff that drives productivity lies - in the minds of those closest to the work.”


Jack Welch
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