


Involvement, Ideas, People, Everyday

The Best Ideas Come 
from your 

Employees who Do 
the Work Every Day

“The True Experts are the employees 
in the 10 square meter radius of their 

workstations”



“Most of the problems are seen by your 
frontline employees and are unknown to 

management. If your not tapping their ideas 
your missing 70-80% of the potential  power of 

your lean journey.” (Alan Robinson)

Typically management are aware of 
less than 5% of the actual waste in a 

pre-Lean Organisation.



Traditional Suggestion Boxes

• Most traditional suggestion systems are based on ideas for other 
people to do something, not the originator of the suggestion

Kaizen Tiean Idea Management

• Authority is given to the front lines with the supervisor acting as the 
catalyst for ideas and managing the infrastructure for implementation

• The focus is on the many small daily annoyances and minor problems 
that the associates can resolve themselves prior to these escalating into 
bigger issues

•The irony is that a  system based on involvement delivers far superior 
bottom line performance; financial returns are circa ten times greater 
than the traditional suggestion schemes (Ideas are Free; Robinson & 
Schroeder 2004).  



Ideas and Improvement

No problem?
-That’s the Problem!
Every problem is an 

Opportunity!



The three primary aims of an IMS in order of importance:

1. Participation – employee inclusion in local decision making

2. Skills Development – Improves problem solving and kaizen ability, and 
speeds up on-the-job training. 

Move away from using the system to get things from the employees to a 
mechanism to improve the people and up-skill them. 

3. Effect – Tangible results such as improved efficiency of operations, 
reduced cost of poor quality etc. Intangible results like improved safety and 
morale that deliver trust and teamwork. 

“Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything that can be 
counted counts”. Albert Einstein



Small Ideas Are More Powerful than Big Ideas!

“1% improvement in 1000 things, rather than 1000% improvement in 
one thing” Tom Peters

• Why?

– Originator can coordinate implementation
– People support what they create!
– Are easier to implement and spread (compounding effect)
– Involve less risk
– Are better for learning (more rapid feedback)
– Are better for developing people (self-efficacy)
– Show respect
– More sustainable
– The bigger the ideas, the more likely competitors will discover and 

counter them



Each year, Toyota’s employees implement 1.5 million ideas that save the company 

over $300 million annually. Inspired by this a decade ago, the Chairman and CEO of 

Dana Corporation asked his 80,000 employees to submit two creative ideas per month 

and implement 80% of them. A cultural transformation began, and for over ten years 

Dana’s employees implemented about 2 million ideas per year, saving over $2 

billion. Beginning in 2001 by using the same process, Technicolor in Detroit with 1,800 

employees generated 20,000 ideas, implemented over 12,000 of them, and saved the 

company over $10 million within a year. 

(The Idea Generator; Norman Bodek 2001)
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Intrinsic motivation is enhanced when employees have 
influence on the work they are doing. Hence they will -:

• Show Interest - thinking workers
• Take Initiative - show ingenuity
• Look for Opportunities - always looking for better ways to 

do the work
• Solve Problems - through idea implementation



Focusing people on particular topics leads to more ideas.

Quality Improvements

Cost reductions

Delivery

Innovation

Safety

Employee Morale

Environment

Energy

Kaizen Idea Definition: An idea is something that provides a different way of doing 
something for a period, it is something that the originator can act on.



Idea Simulation Methods/Tools

• Gemba walk cards – TIM WOOD DOES IT waste categories
• Implemented Idea Booklets
• Idea Cards
• TWI (Job Methods)
• VS Mapping
• 5S
• Poke Yoke
• Quick Changeover
• TPM
• 7 Tools
• 5 Why
• Socratic Questioning
• A3 Systematic Problem Solving
• Reduce, Reuse, Recycle: Lean 2 Green



Entropy, Pygmalion, & Self Efficacy

• Entropy
- Why ideas are not optional!

• Pygmalion Effect
- You get what you expect

• Self-efficacy
- Bite sized improvements have a higher probability of success



Why do you need a system in the first place?

We often are told:

“That’s already happening here, we just don’t write the ideas down”.

However...

Is there anything else that you do that is important to you like for example; 
your expense system that you don’t have a process for? 



Idea Process Flow 
1. Challenge all employees to come up with two small ideas per month and 

to post them on a visual idea board.

2. The idea generator evaluates and filters their idea with their peers (this 
saves supervisor evaluation time and improves the quality of ideas). The 
supervisor then responds to the originator within 24-72 hours of the idea 
being brought forward. 

3. The person who comes up with the original idea should implement the 
idea themselves or with their work team. This is the KEY to the system. If 
additional help is needed from maintenance, technology, etc. the idea 
originator should coordinate the completion of this work.

4. Record implemented ideas in an idea log and/or electronically and track 
metrics visually at the gemba. 



Why Documenting Ideas is Key 

One of the hardest things to instil during implementation of an IMS is to ensure that
ALL ideas are written down. 

1. You can see what has changed and where, and who is installing this type of 
improvement. The objective is that ideas will be leveraged across different areas of 
the plant. At a Dana plant in the US one idea was copied 56 times. 

2. You write it down to sustain the activity. If you don’t some do, some don’t.

3. Ideas are forgotten and lost forever if not recorded.

4. By sharing ideas it leads to the next cycle of ideas (one idea unearths the need for 
another – sets in motion a chain reaction of improvement)

5. By sharing ideas the originator has self-expressed accountability (through the 
transparency of visual management)  to their peers to implement the change. 



Rewards are Destructive to Idea Systems

Most rewards are for taking the first step in the creative process which is often the easiest…

Common stages to realising the benefits of an idea:

1. Someone comes up with an idea.
2. It may require some work to develop a good case for it.
3. Consensus is built on the merits of the idea
4. It may need further development, refining, and pilot-testing.
5. It may also need formal approval from appropriate authorities.
6. It has to be implemented.
7. The actual effect of the idea has to be assessed using PDSA.
8. Customer’s, suppliers and employees may need help to “buy in” to the change.
9. Idea needs to be sustained (gain held by standard work or Poke Yoke etc) 
(Adapted from Robinson & Schroeder 2004)

People needed for task 2-9 often resent implementing them (as there are generally not 
rewarded) and the outcome is stifled teamwork and usually bottlenecks in the process. 

Rewards substantially increase the cost, time, and effort needed to evaluate and implement 
ideas. They deter sharing and spread of ideas as they have already been paid out on.

The best  performing idea systems leverage recognition and non monetary items.  



Use Recognition, not Monetary Rewards

• Listen, use the idea, and say Thank You!

• Lunch Voucher/Company Merchandise

• Monthly raffles for idea participants (implemented ideas enter draw)

- As long as the intended recognition has meaning to people it can cause them 
to do extraordinary things. Think about sporting medals that cost a few £’s 
each!

- The most powerful incentive to hand in an idea is the knowledge that it will 
be given a fair hearing and will be implemented if it is recognised as a fair one.

- The best recognition system that you can set up is a process that ensures 
ideas are handled quickly, effectively, and smoothly.



Visual Management of Ideas 
The secret is to keep the idea generation process in front of employees every day. People won’t 
voice constructive meaningful ideas to a box on the wall or a software package on a PC, but they 

will to their supervisor or manager who actively solicits and supports ideas.

Proposal In Progress Complete

7 Day Turnaround Time



Install the Management System: Leader Standard Work

• Idea Management Office
• Senior Management
• Middle Managers
• Maintenance/IT
• Supervisors
• Team Leaders
• Associates

Who               What                                   Why                      When



Measurement Best Practice
Participation > 80%

Ideas/Employee > 24/Yr

Savings/Employee > £3,000/Yr

Adoption Rate > 80%

Implemented
Ideas/Employee

> 24/Yr

Average Total
Turn-Around Time

< 7 Days

Average Decision
(Evaluation) 

Turn-Around Time

< 72 hours

Best In Class Metrics



£££   Financial Return on Investment

1. Subaru 2003: 7,800 employees, $5246 savings per employee; they saved $40 
million. 

2. American Airlines IdeAAs system has saved $593 million from their employee 
ideas .

3. Panasonic claims more than $175 million was saved in 2002 from its employees’ 
improvement ideas. 

4. At The Baptist Healthcare Hospital during 2008 Bright ideas contributed $10.5 
million in cost avoidance, and $5.5 million in hard cost savings. In 2009 the savings for 
the first nine months stood at $19.6 million in cost avoidance and $5.1 million in 
cost savings. 



• In the early stages seek ideas that are basic. This stage is to get employees 
involved, thinking about, and questioning their work. 

• This also allows ideas put forward to be implemented and this builds 
momentum. 

• In the next stage, place emphasis on up-skilling, so that employees can provide 
better ideas and this in turn leads to greater cost savings. 

• Getting the person who raises the idea to implement it or to participate in 
implementation is crucial to the success of the system

Idea System Maturity



In the early days to accelerate the process:

• Convince people why  you really need their ideas 
(ideally the CEO)

• Gemba walk your organisation twice a week, talk with people       
about their problems, and help people to come up with ideas and 
to fill out idea cards.



Summary: A Good Idea System
• Vision of True North
• Respect – use to involve and  

develop people
• Surfacing
• Focus
• Release time for improvement
• Decentralisation
• Filtration
• Speed of Processing
• Swift Feedback
• Visibility of Progress
• Recognition (intrinsic 

motivation)

• Recording
• Communication
• Gemba
• Spreading
• Supportive culture
• High implementation rate
• Not Batch
• Methods/Tools
• Root Cause
• PDSA
• Standard Work
• System Rules



Imagine if 1 % of the ideas, improvements, and 
solutions swimming in the minds of our workers were 

acknowledged, considered, and implemented. Our country 
would change in remarkable ways, and we would gain a huge 

economic advantage. 

Closing Hansei



Includes 8 real life case 
studies of some of the 
world’s top performing 
Idea Systems 

Available from: 
Amazon.co.uk 
Amazon.com



Biography
Andy is the founder and improvement coach at Lean 2 Innovative Thinking. He has 
been working in the lean field for the past twelve years with a diverse range of 
organisations and sectors including manufacturing, services, software development, 
and hospitals. He founded the consultancy organisation Lean 2 Innovative Thinking 
that specialises in providing hands on coaching to organisations on their Lean and 
Innovation journeys.

Andy holds a 1st Class MSc in Lean Operations from Cardiff University and is Six Sigma 
Black Belt certified. In May 2010 he co-authored the book Innovative Lean with John 
Bicheno the Director of the MSc in Lean Operations at LERC. This work is primarily 
based on the power of harvesting and implementing employee ideas and creating an 
innovative and empowered workforce.

In 2011 he was commissioned by Pearson’s to write The Financial Times Guide to Lean 
book (publication date Summer 2012) and in late 2012 he is scheduled to co-author a 
book with three USA based authors – API and the Institute for Healthcare’s (IHI) 
Improvement Advisor Cliff Norman, Yedda Trawick of CareOregon, and Jane Norman of 
PKP Inc. The book is entitled Lean Healthcare and The Science of Improvement. This 
research will explore Lean Healthcare with emphasis on Deming’s System of Profound 
Knowledge.



Questions & Further Information

Contact: andy@lean2innovativethinking.com
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