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Chapter One 

Peeling the Onion for Higher Performance 

Charles Shillingburg 

Overview 

Organizations of all types and sizes would like to become High 

Performance Enterprises – organizations that are more predictable, 

controllable, innovative, flexible and able to grow profitably and 

sustainably in both good and bad times; organizations that are totally 

aligned to beat their competition. But, how do you do this? And, in 

today’s market, how can you do it now? 

Most leaders and managers are operating based on what they have 

observed or been taught. They have not challenged the underlying 

assumptions behind these methods or the results on customer and 

organizational outcomes. Many work under the assumptions that “things 

just have to be this way,” “what others are doing doesn’t affect me,” “my 

actions (or department) don’t affect anyone else,” and “there are no 

alternatives to the methods we are using, so what else can I do?” In this 

chapter, you will learn to peel your organization’s onion back to reveal 

the answers to these questions.  

This chapter will help you to: 

• Recognize the breadth of organizational issues that need to be 

addressed and the consequences of not resolving them. 

• Uncover underlying causes inhibiting your organization’s 

performance. 

• Challenge yourself to change many underlying assumptions. 

• Reveal proven and effective methods and practices. 

Everything Including the Kitchen Sink  

An umbrella for a host of best practices, Lean Six Sigma has been 

successfully used for many years by large enterprises on the factory 

floor, for supply chain management, and/or cost saving projects. But the 

Lean Six Sigma discipline is a comprehensive, enterprise-wide system 

that can be used every day by organizations of every size and type and in 

every functional area. Lean Six Sigma is being adopted everywhere 

because it not only identifies problems, but provides comprehensive, 

proven ways to solve them. It is just good common sense, and best of all, 

it works! 
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The more you understand Lean Six Sigma and its advantages and 

benefits, the more you will want to embrace it. You will want to use 

these methods to identify your organizational weaknesses, get down to 

the root causes, initiate needed changes and adopt continuous 

improvement methods and practices to make your organization more 

successful and productive. In today’s demanding world, you can’t wait 

until you are in crisis. The sooner you adopt Lean Six Sigma’s high 

performance methods, the easier it will be to manage your future, and the 

more adaptable, innovative and competitive your organization will be – 

not just to survive, but to thrive. 

So what is Lean Six Sigma? What’s in it for you, your organization, your 

customers and employees? Most generally, LSS is defined as creating 

customer value by eliminating waste to increase flow and reduce 

variability. But, Lean Six Sigma embodies much more than this. It is a 

way of thinking and operating on a daily basis. While you can think of it 

as a cultural mindset, Lean thinking is really an action mindset; it is one 

that engages everyone in your organization in new, scientific, systematic 

thinking that is customer centric and solutions based. It is a philosophy 

and action set that engages all employees, functional areas and suppliers 

in the end goal of better satisfying your customers. It emphasizes 

delivering more value in a way that is more predictable, efficient, and 

effective. Embracing Lean thinking and Lean Six Sigma methodologies 

produces an organization that is more innovative, responsive and 

adaptable to change, yet more under control at the same time. Employees 

are more satisfied because there is transparency, and they feel more 

empowered and more engaged. They know what they are doing, why 

they are doing it, and how their actions connect to their organization’s 

success. Moreover, employees actively contribute to improving their 

organization’s performance. 

Get Out the Peeler 

At the heart of your success or failure is your ability to 

align everybody and every system and process to a 

common, customer-centric purpose. You must identify 

and effectively deal with difficult issues. To become a 

High Performance Enterprise, you will need to ask and 

answer some hard questions and then make the changes necessary to 

effectively align your organization’s operations and methodologies. 

Aligning your company’s vision, mission, sales and processes requires 

you to peel through your company culture and operations to find out 
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what lies at the heart. Too many times we simply assume we know the 

answers and find it difficult to take a good, hard look at what lies beneath 

the surface. Following are a set of questions you will need to answer and 

address if you want to peel away waste, constraints and ineffective 

processes to become a High Performance Enterprise. 

Mission 

Do you know who your customers are? What do they want and need? If 

you don’t know the answers to these two important questions, it will be 

difficult for you to outline your company mission, goals and strategies. 

Without customers, you have no business. Ultimately, your entire 

enterprise revolves around your customers – how to get them, how to 

keep them, and how to anticipate their ever-changing needs. Find out 

what your company is doing right and what it is doing wrong. A 

constant, customer-centric focus is the heart and soul of becoming a High 

Performance Enterprise. 

Methods 

How do your business methods relate to meeting your customer’s 

requirements? What is the relationship in your organization between 

employees, management and senior executives, from department to 

department, between your organization and its suppliers, and even 

accounting? What are your measurement and reward systems and your 

training programs, and how do they move you further toward delivering 

on your customers’ requirements?  

You need to view your organization’s performance from a systems 

perspective. This approach views the business as a group of independent 

but interrelated elements comprising a unified whole. Many 

organizations aren’t even cognizant of their underlying systems and 

processes (or lack thereof), let alone the effect they have on 

organizational outcomes. High Performance Enterprises see and 

understand and control systemic symptoms that limit quality, value, 

product flow, and customer satisfaction. The rest of the pack perceives 

events as randomly caused by individuals or outside events beyond their 

control. They treat symptoms by applying Band-Aids and firefighting 

techniques instead of digging down and solving the root causes. 

Follow this simple checklist to determine whether your company is 

ahead of the curve or behind it. 
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High Performance Low Performance 

Proactive Reactive 

Do it right the first time 

Constant use of 

firefighting tactics to solve 

problems 

Open Communication 

Policy 

Need-to-know basis of 

communicating 

Focus on continuous 

improvement 
If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it 

Employees are key to 

improvement 

Employees are part of the 

problem 

If you circled any of the methods on the right-hand side of the checklist, 

you are not operating your business at its highest potential, and you will 

benefit from implementing many of the methods and philosophies 

contained in this book and/or by seeking further assistance from the 

skilled experts who are a part of this Lean project. 

Management 

How do you define “management” in your organization? Do you think of 

management as a collaborative group who orchestrate employees to 

accomplish strategy-driven goals and who are open to observations, 

constructive criticism and advice? Or do you view management as bosses 

whose objectives are to make others blindly follow orders without 

question and who view subordinates as employees that are to be seen and 

not heard? Most importantly, do you treat your managers as trusted 

members of a team responsible for moving the company forward and 

meeting your strategic goals, mission and vision?  

Synthesis 

Does everyone in your organization and those connected to it clearly 

understand how their roles and responsibilities relate to the company’s 

overall success? Does everyone feel and hold themselves accountable for 

your organization’s ultimate success? Does your organization operate 

cross-functionally, cooperatively and proactively toward better satisfying 
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Increased:

Quality, Capacity 

Throughput 

Eliminate Waste   = 

your customers? Is everyone on the same page and all speaking the same 

language? Are you all focused on the same end outcomes? 

Aligning all the players, both internal and external, with corporate 

strategies, goals and vision is absolutely critical to forming a harmonious 

synthesis that moves your entire organization toward becoming the High 

Performance Enterprise you want it to be. Do you believe achieving 

higher customer and employee satisfaction, loyalty and advocacy adds 

costs rather than saves money? Customer advocacy, employee 

satisfaction, and profitability result from the increased quality, capacity 

and throughput that comes from better utilizing resources and reducing 

time and effort. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1-1: High Performance in Action 

How Much of that Onion Are You Throwing Away?  

You can begin to reveal and remedy problems using the Lean Six Sigma 

methodology. As a starting point for exposing your organizational 

weaknesses, Lean Six Sigma identifies eight wastes. By identifying these 

wastes in your own organization, you can begin to understand how to 
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effectively transform your enterprise. You will get down to the root 

causes of inefficiencies and structural weaknesses and begin your 

continuous improvement journey to reap the benefits it offers. These 

Lean Six Sigma wastes can be identified by the acronym DOWNTIME: 

1. Defects 

2. Overproduction 

3. Waiting 

4. Non-productive use of people 

5. Transportation 

6. Inventory 

7. Motion 

8. Excess processing 

Defects. Are you producing defects and defective products and services? 

Why? Dig down and root out and correct the causes. However, having a 

zero defects mentality will kill the initiative necessary for success in 

business and is completely unrealistic. What matters is the ability and 

willingness of your team to dig down to the root causes behind the 

defects, and the initiative and creativeness of your team to find and 

implement the solutions to fix and prevent future occurrences. 

Overproduction and oversupply. Are parts of your organization out of 

balance with others or with the organization as a whole? Maybe one 

portion of your operation is producing too much while other parts are 

producing too little. Do you see excess inventory piling up anywhere? 

The ideal in a High Performance Enterprise is Just-In-Time delivery. 

Strive toward having just enough supplies and materials required for 

each function at the time they are needed. Excess quantities indicate your 

process flow is being blocked.  

Waiting (Time). Are people waiting? Whether it’s your customers, 

patients or your employees, waiting serves no purpose. There are two 

important time wastes we see time and time again, regardless of industry: 

1. Waiting for decisions to be made, including diagnosis time; and 

2. Supplies and people waiting, “just in case.” 

Non-productive use of people. Are people working at their full capacity 

and potential? Is your management approach based on fear, demanding 

compliance, rather than on positive reinforcement and employee 

contribution? Are your people empowered or micro-managed? Do your 

employees feel unimportant, unheard, or as though they have little, if 
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any, say in what they do? Do they provide constructive feedback or input 

about frontline operations and practices that only they can see? If 

individuals do not have the authority to act on their own expertise and 

what they observe at the time it is occurring, you will be unable to 

increase your organization’s knowledge, flexibility and responsiveness.  

Transportation. Do you see materials or information being moved from 

place to place, process to process, adding needless time, effort and cost? 

Creating complex requirements for simple processes is indicative of 

waste. A process that requires a worker to track down managers and 

obtain three signatures on a document before work on a project can begin 

is one example. Unnecessary transportation is often connected with 

inventory retrieval, but can occur anywhere in the organization.  

Inventory. Bottlenecks are a clear indication of inventory problems. 

These can be either human or material-related. For instance, do you see 

stacks of supplies waiting to be used at some later date? You might also 

see bottlenecks in the flow of information or project work caused by 

individuals or incompatible systems. 

Motion. Are employees taking unnecessary steps to do their jobs? For 

instance, are they constantly getting up and down to get materials to 

finish a task? Do you have the most efficient work layout to accomplish 

the task. If you answered yes to any of these questions, you might want 

to investigate the advantages of cellular design. 

Excess processing. Processes that take a long time to complete because 

there are more steps than absolutely necessary are an example of waste. 

Maybe the number of process steps has grown as a result of defects that 

have been accommodated over time and built into the process instead of 

being addressed at the root cause level. This may have led to multiple 

levels of inspection rather than looking at the entire process from a fresh 

perspective. Do it right the first time – destroy waste at the source.  

Keep Peeling  

There are other tip-offs that there is work to do in your organization. Do 

you have underdeveloped systems thinking or development? If you see a 

lot of inconsistent processes, practices and results, you need to keep 

peeling. The obvious place to look is in manufacturing processes and 

procedures, but you need to look for them in other areas of your 

organization as well. Inconsistent advertising and marketing results and 

inconsistency among sales people are key indicators that there is work to 

do. (See Chapter 22 on Lean sales strategies). 
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What about your service practices: Are customers handled the same way 

every time, from team to team? Do you have inconsistent medical 

procedures like IV administration? Whatever inconsistencies you find, 

you need to investigate the effects these inconsistencies have on safety, 

quality, customer satisfaction, advocacy, revenue and costs. 

Using a systems process approach, you will understand there are either 

predictable or unpredictable processes, and they are either working up to 

their potential or not. Having a system provides an effective, 

reproducible method for identifying weaknesses and making 

improvements. It allows your employees and organization as a whole to 

follow a prescribed procedure to determine: 

• the problems 

• the root cause(s) 

• possible solutions 

• an appropriate action plan 

• whether the action plan is being followed 

• how to sustain fixes/improvements and continue to achieve more 

Having transparent performance results is imperative. Even using simple 

information boards that can be seen and acted upon and that expose 

problems, measure and track performance and the achievement of your 

objectives will help enhance transparency, communication and the 

credibility of your improvement efforts. 

Ensuring organizational alignment is also a key indicator of a High 

Performance Enterprise. Does your organization operate in silos instead 

of being cross-functionally focused on end outcomes to customers or 

clients? Are your departments vertically and horizontally aligned to 

deliver customer requirements? Do you have clear action plans that tie 

individual, team and departmental performance outcomes to customer 

requirements? That is, can you tie your strategies and tactics together 

with customer requirements? 

Organizational alignment helps determine which individuals and 

departments are accountable and to whom. It helps ensure your reward 

and incentive systems are consistent with your stated outcomes to deliver 

on customer requirements. Employees and managers should feel 

accountable and be held accountable for meeting customer needs and not 

for just performing their functional roles. 
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Kaizen Management Institute, LLC 

Figure 1-2: Silo vs. Process Orientation 

Being a High Performance Enterprise also means making sure you 

measure the right things. Do your customer and employee surveys 

measure and report appropriate variables and inputs/outputs? Your 

measurements and reporting systems should help you understand 

systemic problems and help systematically improve your operations. 

Disconnects between the strategic and tactical information needed to fix 

or improve your processes and outcomes is a sure sign of faulty methods. 

Do your accounting practices lead to improvements in the delivery of 

customer requirements by measuring the results of entire processes, or 

are they actually running counter to this by only measuring individual 

personnel, machines or departmental performance? 

Are there standard operating procedures in place for the way processes 

are performed, or do different shifts or people perform the same tasks in 

very different ways? If standardization is lacking, your processes are out 

of control, making it impossible for you to isolate causes and effects and 

make effective improvements. Perhaps you over-standardize “people 

practices” and over automate or over script. Over-standardization can be 

just as harmful as having no standardization. While customers desire 

consistency and predictability, over-standardized, robotic treatment is not 

what they seek.  
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Some Examples to Ponder 

In this chapter, we have presented numerous questions for you to ask 

yourself about your organization. At times, it can be mindboggling. The 

drive and demand for continuous improvement can be daunting to newly 

Lean enterprises or those who are wondering whether or not to embrace 

and implement a Lean strategy. At this point, it is appropriate to ask 

ourselves the ultimate question: Why go Lean? 

Forty years ago, General Motors had a 50% market share of the U.S. 

automobile market. Its share of the market began declining 1-2% a year 

after the oil crises of the 1970s, spiraling downward to less than 20% as 

of April 2010.1 GM, like other U.S. auto manufacturers, was slow to 

react to changing consumer requirements first brought on by the demand 

for more fuel efficiency, and then the demand for low cost, high quality 

and reliability. Japanese manufacturers, led by Toyota, steadily took over 

market share because there was a wide discrepancy in measurable 

vehicle quality between U.S. and Japanese manufacturers. Public 

perception of Japanese quality superiority was set at that time. Only now, 

with quality and reliability problems surfacing at Toyota, might this 

perception gap dissipate.  

The lesson here is to keep abreast of changing customer requirements 

and rapidly meet – and ideally, exceed – customer expectations to 

differentiate your products and services. And, if market demand shifts 

abruptly, your organization needs to be open-minded and have the 

systems and processes in place to make it highly flexible and adaptable. 

With the right attitude and systems in place, an organization can respond 

effectively to change to remain or become a market leader. 

A corollary to the story above is the quality problem Toyota currently 

faces. While it remains to be seen what the depth and breadth of the 

problems might be, it appears Toyota ultimately failed to adhere to their 

own principles of quality management. It is very possible that the initial 

systems for manufacturing, which served them so well for many years, 

reached the limit of their capability and capacity in Toyota’s quest to 

become the largest automobile company in the world. Entirely new 

approaches may be needed to provide the highest quality and reliability 

at the volumes demanded in a dispersed, worldwide market. Or, as other 

experts believe, it may be that Toyota merely strayed from their original 

methods and needs to return to those principles and methods that served 

to make them great initially. 
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I worked for many years for one of the leaders in the cosmetics and 

toiletry industry. It was well known for making high-quality products at 

reasonable prices. It also had the highest profitability and growth rates in 

the category. The basis of its success was the utilization of innovative, 

systematic, scientific approaches in all aspects of its business, from 

product development to manufacturing and advertising. This company 

invented the pegboard display concept for cosmetics that is prevalent 

today in all retail outlets. Radically different from the way cosmetics 

were sold at the time (direct selling in department stores by sales agents), 

the pegboard system relied on advertising and product feature 

differentiation to drive customer demand. Using a system based on solid 

market research, product and advertising development and testing, the 

company was confident enough to launch the pegboard system in food 

stores and mass merchandisers – entirely new distribution points for 

cosmetics at the time. It not only installed the pegboards for its own 

product lines, but supplied pegboards for its competitors as well. 

The keys to this company’s success were the use of a cooperative, cross-

functional management approach; scientific, systematic methods to 

create innovative Just-In-Time manufacturing and distribution processes; 

and developing, testing and differentiating its products and advertising. 

As a result, this company came to command up to an 80% market share 

in some areas.  

In the automotive industry, I developed a customer satisfaction 

measurement system (TOPS) for the industry that identified key drivers 

of advocacy, loyalty and satisfaction across entire organizations. 

Utilizing these drivers in the sales and service areas, a survey program 

was developed for a major manufacturer that measured individual sales 

and service personnel and vehicle quality performance 

within individual dealerships. Based on the results, we 

identified several areas of opportunity within each 

dealership. We performed an analysis using a cross-

functional dealership team to get to the root causes 

of deficiencies and to develop action plans to 

improve performance. The bulk of the improvement 

efforts was focused on the flow of vehicles and parts 

(decrease damage, improve availability) and customers 

(decrease waiting time in finance and insurance, access to the 

parts department, telephone hold times). The result was not only 

improved customer satisfaction and sales, but increased initial quality 

ratings and reduced costs to dealers and the manufacturer. 


