
Leading Lean 
Build a commitment to sustainability

With waste and inefficiency estimated to cost the U.S. 
health care system as much as $1.1 trillion, the need for 
solutions to improve performance is evident. While 
providers took steps and made gains in strengthening work 
processes and systems over the years, their ability to 
sustain performance gains remains a significant obstacle.

As swirling market and regulatory forces generate a strong 
wave of demand from both consumers and payers for 
greater safety, value and efficiency in the health care 
delivery system, providers must redouble their efforts to 
improve processes for delivering the highest quality care  
at the least cost. 

Providers under pressure
The business pressure points for providers are many, 
including: 

• The majority of consumers are now enrolled in high-
deductible plans offered through the commercial market 
by employers facing rising health coverage costs. The 
shift of cost burdens to policyholders motivates them to 
“shop” more carefully for favorable pricing — placing new 
expectations on providers to provide up-front costs for 
patient services.

• A hyper-focus on budgets and debt loads at the federal 
level is increasing scrutiny on the high cost of health care 
relative to gross domestic product — triggering new 
measures to curb costs to the government and reducing 
payments to providers.

• Market “disruptions” from competing forces such as 
concierge physician practices and independent surgery 
centers are raising the bar for price transparency and 
competition.
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Sustained commitment necessary
The demand for improvement exceeds providers’ ability  
to improve.  To meet this demand, the capacity and rate  
of improvement must be increased, which requires an 
organizationwide engagement that involves everyone at  
all levels. 

Effective adoption of Lean transformation strategies can 
boost those capabilities — creating new management 
systems based on transparency and first-hand observation 
that not only sustainably improve the design of work but 
deliver the best care, in the right setting, for the least cost. 

As many as 75 percent of all health care providers 
nationwide have tried various forms of Lean methodology 
since its debut in the industry less than 20 years ago.  
Some organizations, fully embracing Lean transformation 
throughout their operations over an extended period of 
years, have enjoyed significant returns on their 
investments. 

A major health care provider in the Western states saved 
nearly $190 million from increased operational efficiencies 
and recaptured revenue — and without staff 
reductions — during its first six years of adopting a 
comprehensive Lean management system. 

However, attempts to fully incorporate Lean into work 
processes and systems often are not as successful because 
of a fundamental misunderstanding of how to apply and 
sustain it. Organizations tend to fall short in the 
progression from conducting discrete project-oriented Lean 
events to installing it as a comprehensive management 
system across departments and service lines. 

Singular events, rather than being a destination point, are 
just the beginning of a journey to construct a healthy, 
functioning Lean system. It requires an orchestration of 
many elements — some that providers may be unaware are 
essential for lasting success.

A different way of managing
A critical success factor is an ongoing commitment of time 
and resources from all levels of management — and 
particularly from executive leadership. Rather than just a 
hand-off of responsibility from an executive team to a 
lower-level group, successful Lean operations require 
executives to fully invest and engage — and be prepared to 
devote a significant portion of their time to support, 
develop, implement and manage continuous improvement.

It’s not only an expanded time commitment, but a different 
way of managing work. Without a commitment to the time 
and focus required to sustain improvements, Lean is often 
destined to flounder in many organizations. 

In a recent article in Healthcare Executive, experts in helping 
leaders shape their organizational culture to sustain 
improvement cited four key leadership behaviors1:

• Vision and will — promoting strategic linkage and 
encouraging a culture of problem-solving

• Modeling — living in real time, the leadership and team 
behaviors desired

• Mindfulness — demonstrating through words and  
actions the importance of setting and maintaining 
appropriate priorities

• Transparency — building trust and accountability 
through open communication about both challenges  
and successes

Complexity and chaos inherent in health care operations 
are challenges to developing a strong Lean management 
system. Managers typically focus on “fire-fighting,” leaving 
little time to see that work is done as intended — and that 
outcomes of work are matching expectations. However, 
successful organizations are finding ways to build 
management systems that maintain and nurture 
improvement, based on managers fully understanding their 
roles in directing and coaching process improvement.

Fundamentally, it requires managers to shift what they do 
and repurpose their time, without increasing already-busy 
schedules. It starts with eliminating wasteful daily 
activities — spending unnecessary time in meetings, 
putting out fires that should not ever have occurred and 
performing tasks that don’t advance excellent care. Once 
time is made available, managers’ work can be 
reconstructed to allow them to engage in improvement-
focused activities and avoid undue burden.

New Hanover Regional Medical Center, a North Carolina-
based network of hospitals, outpatient centers, emergency 
services and physicians, conducted a series of Lean-focused 
rapid improvement events that generated significant 
savings. But, for a variety of reasons the success generated 
from the majority of their improvement was not sustained. 

At that point, New Hanover decided to “re-set” and rather 
than focusing on events, instead launched a series of 
comprehensive training events for senior management.  
For several months, executives learned about new roles  
and responsibilities required of them for long-term 
implementation of Lean-based work systems and processes.

A transformation phase followed, which involved setting-up 
model areas and establishing templates for how those 
areas should be operated — supplemented with four-hour 
training sessions on topics such as change management.

Four areas of New Hanover’s operations were strategically 
selected for the first wave, with senior staff members 
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undergoing a four-month training regimen. Each month 
was a detailed module focusing on areas such as leadership, 
visual management and developing Lean leaders. With 
other training opportunities included, the entire process for 
senior manager education spanned six months. 

After the first team from each of the four areas was fully 
oriented, the training was cascaded to four additional 
teams. With that process in place, New Hanover’s 
management culture began its transformation to meet the 
requirements for sustaining improvement. 

Know the context 
To begin a Lean journey, providers first must assess and 
understand the context in which they enter the process. 
Identifying an appropriate starting point is based on 
evaluating the current state of capabilities, understanding 
known problems that can be observed and measured, and 
prioritizing those problems based on clearly defined 
operational and strategic needs.  

It is critically important to align the entire organization  
on addressing the parts of the system most in need of 
improvement. Such an exercise is key to constructing 
sustainable, efficient and effective processes versus poorly 
designed processes that produce greater inefficiency and 
frustration. 

Organizations should consider four basic parameters when 
identifying a starting point for process engineering in 
accordance with Lean principles:

1 Is the opportunity strategically important and 
directly relevant to a stated plan?

2
Is the complexity level simple enough to produce 
quick and early success, which can generate 
momentum for tackling more-complex areas in  
the future?

3
Is the focus appropriately on the 20 percent of the 
system that can produce 80 percent of potential 
improvement?

4 Is local management in place, ready to support  
and sustain improvement efforts? 

Strategy becomes reality
New Hanover Regional Medical Center adopted a similar 
posture, shifting focus on its process engineering efforts 
from just rapid improvement events focused solely on 
financial improvement to include initiatives supported by 
the broader goals of its strategic plans. An emphasis on 
patient satisfaction, patient outcomes and clinical 
quality — in addition to operational efficiency — accelerates 
the pace toward achieving its ultimate strategic objectives. 

Using this approach, Lean management systems help 
providers bring strategic plans to life, off the shelves of 
executive offices to make the vision become an integral 
part of daily activities at the front-line work-unit level.  
Not only are all personnel aware of providers’ business 
strategies, but they also know exactly what is required of 
them to achieve the strategies. 

A culture of success
Organizations successfully navigating the Lean journey are 
making the transformation from a project-centric focus to  
a systematic effort led by a strong cadence of informed 
support and development from executive leadership. 
Management’s commitment to investing time, engaging in  
a lot of learning and “walking the talk” on the front lines  
lay the groundwork for a culture that fosters long-term 
improvement. 

By establishing buy-in that starts in the C-suite and 
cascades throughout an organization, targeting the right 
places to work, and balancing quality appropriately against 
cost savings, Lean transformation can pay for itself multiple 
times over. Beyond the financial benefits, successful 
organizations also gain an army of problem-solvers at all 
levels who work daily to ensure that those hard-fought 
gains are sustained.

1 Kedar Mate, MD, Dave Munch, MD, Michael Pugh, MD, Jeff Rakover, Ensuring 
Healthcare Improvements Stick (Chicago, ACHE, 2017), 66-69.
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