The Practical Application of Lean Six Sigma
-Tom Flickinger, TAB-Certified Facilitator & Coach

In today’s economic situation, company owners must find every ounce of waste, every moment of lost time and make every effort to improve productivity if they are going to continue to retain customers, attract new accounts and improve their profit margins. Customers are no longer willing to pay for the inefficiencies of their vendors. Each company owner must find the waste first, eliminate the problem and keep it from re-occurring—this is what continuous improvement is all about. This is true for the shop floors of manufacturers and the office floor of service companies. One proven method to achieve this is in applying the principles of LEAN SIX SIGMA. 
After thirty years of working in the operations/shop floor environment in many businesses, I have read all the management books and lived through the “latest” business trends touted to make your organizations reach the stratosphere. And yet today business owners are still working hard to improve the day-to-day details of operations and searching for the best people to help them. What business owners need is a master template to help identify, rank, and actually improve the efficiency of operations.  They need to take the proper action steps to improve operational problems and keep those solutions ongoing—not allowing people to slip back into old, bad habits. 

The proper application and implementation of Lean Six Sigma—a template for continuous improvement—can be the answer to sustaining higher levels of efficiency, productivity and, ultimately, higher profits. Using Lean Six Sigma principles will help you identify where your waste is happening, prioritize projects, and identify which key performance indicators must be posted and analyzed each month to keep operational improvements moving forward.  It helps you identify and measure waste and defects, thereby saving money for both you and your customers. Most of the solutions to your waste and defects already lie within the workforce—they just need a framework in which to move them to the surface.

Start your Lean Six Sigma efforts with the following two events, and you will be on your way to continuous improvement.  
1. Housekeeping – make sure your shop is clean and neat with a place for everything and everything in its place.  
2. Standardization – write standard work processes for each job, post them at each work center and follow them.  Measure and post all your efforts and results, getting all employees involved in the process.
A current TAB member, Tim Kilkeary of Kilkeary’s Auto Body in Pittsburgh, wanted to move the business from good to great.  Applying Lean Six Sigma, we started with a simple plan of good housekeeping, awarding the “Golden Bucket” to the auto technician who kept their work bay the cleanest. The selection was made each week by the prior week’s winner and the shop manager. The entire shop improved its housekeeping, and we had fun. Next, Tim and his managers spearheaded a complete overhaul of the organization and cleanliness of the entire shop—it was transformational.  Tim began with the 5S of his production office, stating that he wanted to start the effort with his own work environment. Tim and his managers are still finding areas of improvement from standardized customer contact processes to the measurement of On-Time Delivery percentages. 
Tim’s next challenge is the improvement of the flow of work through the work stations. He hopes it will result in a huge leap in productivity, with no additional investment in capital or staff. As Tim stated, “I saw the LEAN light and am now a believer; we will never go back.”  
Tim continues to invest in the continuous training of all personnel in the principles of Lean Six Sigma.
