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IN THIS PAPER

This paper opens the Lean and Operational Excellence series in Furtherance's reference library. It
covers the system that started it all — the Toyota Production System and the lean movement it
inspired. The question it answers: how do you build an operation that delivers value with the least
possible waste?

Ohno built the system on the Toyota shop floor; Womack and Jones distilled it into five
transferable principles and named it “lean”; Liker reframed it as a management philosophy and
culture, not a toolkit. The through-line: lean is a way of thinking before it is a set of tools.

Taiichi Ohno  1912–1990

The architect of the Toyota Production System

CORE THESIS

The purpose of production is to compress the time from customer order to cash by eliminating
waste (muda). Build only what is needed, when it is needed (just-in-time), and stop the line the
instant a defect appears (jidoka), so problems surface and are solved at once.

FRAMEWORK

The seven wastes Example

Overproduction Making more or sooner than needed — the worst waste

Waiting Idle time between steps

Transport / motion Unnecessary movement of goods or people

Over-processing Doing more than the customer values

Inventory Stock that hides problems and ties up cash

Defects Rework and scrap

The system rests on two pillars — just-in-time (pull, kanban, takt time) and jidoka (stop-on-defect)
— and a habit of asking “why” five times to reach root cause.

METHODOLOGY

Decades of iterative development on the Toyota shop floor, not from theory.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

The foundation of modern operations, and the source of just-in-time and pull. The critique: it grew
in high-volume repetitive manufacturing, and transfers imperfectly to high-variety, low-volume or
knowledge work.

Womack & Jones  The Machine That Changed the World, 1990

Lean production · the five principles

CORE THESIS

Toyota's system is a general model — lean production — not a local curiosity, and it can be distilled
into five principles that apply well beyond cars. Lean does more with less by relentlessly removing
waste from the value stream.
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FRAMEWORK

Lean principle Meaning

Specify value Define value from the customer's point of view

Map the value stream See every step; expose the waste

Create flow Make value flow without interruption

Establish pull Let the customer pull; make nothing until needed

Pursue perfection Improve continuously toward zero waste

METHODOLOGY

A global benchmarking study of the motor industry, generalised into the lean framework.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

Globalised lean and gave it its canonical five principles and vocabulary. The critique: in practice
many adopters copied lean tools without the underlying discipline, and got the mechanics without
the results.

Jeffrey Liker  The Toyota Way, 2004

Lean as management philosophy · the 4P model

CORE THESIS

Toyota's advantage is a management philosophy and culture, not a set of tools. It rests on two
pillars — continuous improvement and respect for people — and fourteen principles across four
levels.

FRAMEWORK

The 4P level What it covers

Philosophy Base decisions on long-term thinking, even over short-term gain

Process Flow, pull, level the load, stop to fix, standardise, go visual

People and partners Grow leaders, develop people, respect the extended network

Problem-solving Go and see, decide by consensus, improve continuously (kaizen)

METHODOLOGY

Extended close study of Toyota's management system and culture.

SIGNIFICANCE AND CRITIQUE

Reframed lean as culture and elevated “respect for people” to equal billing with improvement. The
critique: Toyota's culture proved extraordinarily hard for others to replicate wholesale.
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A NOTE ON EVIDENCE

A caution that recurs across this series: lean fails most often when it is copied as a toolkit —
kanban boards, 5S, value-stream maps — without the philosophy and respect-for-people culture
that make the tools work. The tools are downstream of the thinking; adopt the discipline of seeing
and removing waste, not just its artefacts.

Synthesis
Contribution Lean is… Key idea Register

Ohno Waste elimination JIT + jidoka; seven wastes Shop-floor origin

Womack & Jones Five transferable
principles

Value, flow, pull, perfection Benchmarking study

Liker A management culture 4P model; two pillars Cultural synthesis

FOR THE OPERATOR

Lean is the relentless elimination of waste to deliver customer value through flow and pull (Ohno),
codified into five transferable principles (Womack & Jones), and ultimately a philosophy of
continuous improvement and respect for people (Liker). For the operator: lean is a culture, not a
toolkit — copying the mechanics without the thinking reliably disappoints. The next paper turns
to the quality tradition on which lean rests.


