
Is There Muda in Your Methodology?
What to do When Your Lean-Sigma Results Don’t Last 

By Michael McCarthy

“LEAN IS 30% SYSTEMS, 70% PEOPLE.”

M uda is the Japanese word for waste, and is 
commonly used in Lean terminology. Do 
you know how much of your effort in imple-

menting Lean or Six Sigma at your location is wasted? 
Here’s a quick diagnostic check to help you determine 
the effectiveness of your Lean-Six Sigma projects.  

This habit building is the 
missing piece in most 
methodologies and is  
almost always the cause 
that leads to a failure to 
sustain.

– Michael McCarthy
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1.	 Do your methodology metrics (number of 
Kaizen Events or Six Sigma Projects held 
this year) look good, but your result met-
rics (% on time delivery) stay the same or 
look worse? 

2.	 What percent of Standard Work processes 
are audited weekly at your location?

3.	 What percent of the improvements from 
your Lean-Six Sigma projects last beyond 
six weeks? 

4.	 What percent of your Kaizen Events have 
to be “redone?” 

If your answers were <90%, >30%, Yes, and 
<50% then it is safe to say there is muda in 
your methodology. The extra work you ex-
pend in correcting these issues adds no value 
to the customer and is a waste of your time 
and effort. It’s management muda. 

The scenario is a common one: after great 
effort and much time on a Kaizen Event or 
a Six Sigma project, a process change is de-
signed that delivers better results. Much cel-
ebration and congratulations follow. Six weeks 
later, it is as if nothing had ever happened. The 
production team has reverted to the previous 
process, and the improved results no longer 
exist. The gains do not sustain. But why? 

When a Lean or Six Sigma project changes 
a process, people must implement the change 

by changing their behavior. The new process  
behaviors must be done consistently and ha-
bitually, as Standard Work. Developing new 
process behavior into a consistent habit re-
quires systematic feedback and reinforce-
ment, something that is typically lacking in 
Lean or Six Sigma implementation. Habit 
strength must be built and supported through 
feedback and reinforcement. This habit build-
ing is the missing piece in most methodolo-
gies and is almost always the cause that leads 
to a failure to sustain.

A case in point: A manufacturer of surgi-
cal drapes worked to reduce changeover time 
between fabrics of different fiber content. A 
Lean team found that by providing little wag-
ons to move the previous fabric out and the 
new fabric in, changeover time was reduced. 
The production people used this procedure 
for about six months, and then gradually 
stopped doing it. 

They stopped using the wagons for two 
reasons. First, even though pulling the wag-
ons into the production area made the change-
over go more quickly, it was extra work in the 
process. Secondly, there was no management 
support (feedback or reinforcement). Nobody 
in management was auditing or reinforcing 
these new standard work behaviors and since 

The Society of Manufacturing Engi-
neers estimates that “95% of Lean 
applications fail to sustain.”

“[when there is minimal employee 
involve-ment]...the recommended 
changes do not stick.” 

The Toyota Way
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management did not seem 
to notice or care whether 
the new process was being 
followed, the production 
people eventually stopped  
doing it.

By integrating Perfor-
mance Management into 
the implementation of 
Lean and Six Sigma, im-
provement gains can be 
sustained. Process Behav-

ior Maintenance (PBM) is a proven solution 
for how to make a “people” process improve-
ment on two established process improve-
ment methodologies: Lean and Six Sigma. It 
provides a proven way to systematically add 
feedback and reinforcement to accelerate and 

sustain the new process behaviors generated 
by Lean and Six Sigma projects.

For example, everyone acknowledges that 
machinery requires a schedule of preventive 
maintenance. Process behaviors also require 
a schedule of maintenance. The maintenance 
consists of feedback and reinforcement. With-
out it, process behaviors revert back to old-
er, more familiar behavior patterns (the way 
we used to do things) and the improved results 
evaporate. The gains do not sustain.

For more about how to use Process 
Behavior Maintenance to build the habit 
strength of new Lean-Sigma processes, re-
fer to Michael McCarthy’s book, Sustain 
Your Gains, The People Side of Lean-Six  
Sigma.

• • • • •
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