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Introduction

It is common for the critical role of the HR department to be overlooked by organisations 
undertaking large lean projects despite them being perfectly positioned to provide vital support. 
Through their expertise in promoting organizational culture, structuring jobs or work roles, and 
creating leadership development programs they can remove barriers and boost results. 

The more you want to make lean an integral part of your culture, work, and leadership—to 
create a fundamental change to the way people work—the more HR must be involved. As part 
of the process from the outset, Lean HR can help organizations achieve a lean transformation,  
by broadening, deepening, and increasing the pace of adoption of lean practices and principles.

HR can take the lead to develop  
a lean culture

Because an organization’s culture arises from day-to-day work, 
it’s clear that HR is vital to building lean practices into the range 
of communications, activities, job content, and other HR 
programs it oversees. 

For HR to take the lead in developing a lean culture, it must first 
define the benefits of the program. This move will help HR 
teams prioritize and justify the investment needed to create 
cultural change. As lean becomes a part of the culture and, 
therefore, part of daily work, HR must become adept at 
communicating the benefits of lean skills and engagement. 
Finally, HR can implement strategies to promote the attitudes 
and behaviors that characterize a lean culture.

Lean HR views continuous improvement  
as a way to exponentially increase capacity 
and overall performance of every employee 
versus a method to reduce costs.

What are the benefits and why should your HR organization invest in lean?  
Consider what your workforce will gain:

• A greater sense of purpose and direction;

• Improved communication skills;

• Motivation and direction to fix problems;

• Expanded business skills;

• Orientation to business results and process improvement;
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• Personal ownership;

• Teamwork skills;

• Change management skills;

• Problem-solving and analytical skills;

• Increased and meaningful engagement;

• Inspiring leadership skills.

Interestingly, management teams familiar with lean can 
easily describe those benefits. However, too often, they 
have made no substantive changes in the daily work 
and job requirements to reflect these valuable skills. One reason is that they struggle to  
create specific definitions of needed skills and their benefits. Since the value of lean skills  
can be challenging (but not impossible) to quantify, managers find it difficult to make a  
case for broadly and deeply ingraining these changes into the fabric of the work.

As the HR group increases its ability to collaborate with the appropriate professionals to 
implement lean, they become better able to describe and quantify its benefits. With that,  
they begin to provide the most important elements for promoting a culture that ensures  
a sustainable lean transformation.

HR professionals are the keepers of corporate values.

HR professionals are best able to help describe the desired benefits because it is their job to 
understand the concrete aspects of work skills, and they can, with relative ease, apply this 
knowledge to lean skills. Most HR professionals are excited to contribute in this manner but are 
unaware that their efforts are essential to justifying the development of and defining the value 
of lean work roles and processes.

HR can redefine work roles for a lean culture

As lean organizations improve, they must focus on changing daily behaviors and, therefore, 
must redefine employee work roles to match these fundamental changes. Lean HR has the 
expertise to deliver a thorough examination of and recommend changes to a wide range of 
programs and processes that, when added together, create the level of investment required for 
a successful transformation.

HR professionals are the keepers of corporate values. Creating a lean culture requires 
comprehensive messaging and alignment, which, if left unattended, could go awry. Part of HR’s 
role in company culture is to ensure that everything that impacts employees or team members 
is aligned with lean culture and values and with business goals. HR must drive the culture 
through the way it supports job functions, policies, and other practices. This includes:

• HR programs (hiring, training, performance management, recognition);

• Managing workplace policies;

• Communications;
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• Celebrations;

• Any other workplace practices.

HR should be involved in implementing processes for managing new approaches to work.  
The department needs to closely partner with other leaders in the organization to design and 
implement processes supporting employee engagement, problem-solving, visual management, 
and teamwork.

For example, HR should involve itself in:

• Building skills and behaviors into job descriptions;

• Designing and supporting learning processes;

• Restructuring training to support lean efforts;

• Designing and supporting participation processes;

• Overhauling performance management to align with new job roles;

• Designing and supporting a system of visual measurements;

• Creating a talent strategy oriented toward inspirational leadership.

HR can support the transformation  
of leadership

Transforming the function of leadership is a task that often belongs almost entirely to HR. HR 
professionals must overhaul how leadership roles are defined and how leaders are trained, 
developed, supported, and held accountable. With lean, leaders are accountable for the strength 
of their team, rather than for their personal performance. HR controls many of these systems and 
must own these strategies.

HR must pay particular attention to changing management strategies. Supervisors and 
managers are often resistant to the dramatic changes required of them during a transition to 
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lean management. They need help adjusting to their new roles in an environment that more 
fully empowers frontline workers.

The challenge is in showing these same managers how to behave differently— through 
coaching and teaching the people they lead to do the work they typically handle.

Managers need help in understanding that the lean approach to leadership provides value by 
empowering many people to do the work instead of just a few. These managers also require 
significant support in learning the new skills needed to coach and teach—different from tasks 
usually considered “management” roles.

HR professionals must overhaul how leadership roles are defined.

HR should be involved in restructuring a manager’s job description, coordinating the evaluation 
of the current staff’s skills, and developing training plans for managers. Additionally, HR should 
be involved in helping create a leadership vision that supports many individuals in achieving 
goals, solving problems, and making better decisions.

To do this, my experience shows that, HR must work to analyze the resistance one manager at a 
time to address everyone’s concerns. Companies cannot herd people into compliance with 
these changes.

How lean HR creates results

This snapshot explains why and how HR is best able to overcome traditional barriers to 
achieving expected lean results and in improving the results of each of the seven practices of 
lean. But this is only the beginning. 
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More important is that the Lean HR perspective contends that we should expect more from 
lean—that by not involving HR, organizations’ expectations are set much too low. And when 
expectations are too low, companies underinvest. They do not apply the proper amount of 
resources or level of strategic focus necessary for the lean transformation to reach its full potential.

In the Lean HR view, lean is a way to gain skills and capabilities that help to transform the 
organization’s potential, not just a way to reduce costs.

What are the higher expectations? What is possible? A workplace with a strong lean culture 
unlocks the gifts, talents, and passions of each employee. Traditional workplaces do not. If 
workplaces could channel more of their employees’ strengths and advance their professional 
development, what could they gain? People would be more focused, interested, and able to 
achieve their personal, team, and company goals.

Lean practices enhance people’s abilities to serve customers, solve problems, and improve work 
processes. They also reduce or eliminate the all too common waste of people’s abilities. The next 
chapter will explain why commonly held expectations of lean are much too low and could be so 
much greater.

Understandably, the notion of greater HR involvement to drive a fully successful lean 
transformation may require considerable revisions of the HR functions to both resolve barriers 
and boost the impactful lean practices. It’s essential to focus on these changes, rather than 
working within the existing paradigm. (As many try to do). Some enlightened organizations 
have either upgraded or always maintained a high level of HR strategic support. These 
organizations are potent examples of what a critical difference stronger HR leadership can make 
with lean efforts.

CASE STUDY:  

UTILIZING HR TO DRAMATICALLY IMPROVE LEAN RESULTS
The HR department at a large manufacturer was aware of, but generally uninvolved with, the 
company’s continuous improvement efforts.

This company had plateaued in its achievement of lean results. Only by chance did the HR team 
become interested in improving their workflows and decide to use lean tools to do so. As the HR 
team learned more about lean, they became aware of the vital role they could have in achieving 
greater long-term success.

As HR became involved, they partnered with the operations team in a way that drove the 
necessary, critical changes needed to achieve a sustainable lean transformation, as shown below:

• HR created internal structures and teams to develop its own vision, which was to ensure the 
long-term sustainability of lean practices at the company by weaving them into the fabric of 
the organization.

• The HR team developed key metrics highlighting the level of employee engagement in 
improvement activities, their satisfaction in those efforts, and the number of employees 
capable of leading improvement work. This step brought the level of continuous 
improvement activity to historic levels in a relatively short amount of time.

• HR independently developed successful training initiatives that make a critical difference. 
They monitor the employees’ experience and, as their level of expertise improves, 
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engagement with continuous improvement is enhanced.

• The HR team began to measure the number of operators and other employees involved in 
various continuous improvement activities and charted it on a month-to-month basis.

• They started to survey employees’ level of satisfaction with their experience on a month-to-
month basis. The information indicated that employees were having an increasingly better 
experience and suggesting further improvements to the lean process.

• Finally, they created ongoing team structures to oversee continued alignments in the 
improvement processes.

The result was a highly successful lean initiative, well-integrated into the company’s culture. 
They were no longer stuck. With Lean HR included in the lean leadership structure, this company 
was able to improve its results dramatically.

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS
1. Describing the value that HR can add to a lean transformation is best explained through a 

framework that builds on a shared understanding of lean fundamentals. This analysis reveals 
the critical role Lean HR plays in ensuring a sustainable lean transformation.

2. A working Lean HR bases its definition of lean on seven common practices. These provide a 
detailed view of what successful lean practitioners do, and explain how increasing the 
breadth, depth, and pace of these practices boosts results. The seven practices are:

• Maintain customer focus

• Measure improvements

• Foster participation

• Standardize processes

• Solve problems methodically

• Utilize visual management

• Lead through inspiration

3. While organizations value the seven lean practices, too often they are disappointed with 
results after implementing them. This dissatisfaction can best be understood by appreciating 
that organizations have high expectations of their lean initiatives.

4. The barriers that get in the way of better results include:

• Having a cost-savings focus

• Being overly events-based

• Struggling to make the necessary changes to the work roles and job descriptions

• Failing to make the necessary changes to leadership practices

5. HR has ownership of three key areas that can remove the barriers to a fully successful 
transformation: culture, talent strategies, and leadership development. With Lean HR, 
companies will not only remove the barriers, but will boost the results.

6. Overall, HR professionals can have a tremendous impact on lean results—if they have a 
leadership role.
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Strategic questions for HR
1. How do you define lean? How does your organization define it?

2. Has your lean initiative been fully successful? If not, what have been the challenges (or 
barriers) to success?

3. What role has HR played in removing the barriers to success, if any?

Lean HR implementation actions steps
1. Reviewing the seven common practices of lean, list which of them are evident in your 

workplace and to what degree these practices are utilized toward delivering lean results.

2. Meet with others you work with and discuss current expectations for your lean efforts. 
Evaluate the degree to which the results are considered successful and what barriers to 
success have been identified.

3. Based upon the identified barriers, consider the HR strategies that could be applied to reduce, 
if not eliminate, these barriers, including three areas:

a. Lean cultural programs

b. Talent strategies (recruiting, training, performance systems, recognition/rewards, etc.)

c. Lean leadership development
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