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Understanding Lean Healthcare 
Methodology 

Lean is a term coined to describe the Toyota 
Production System in a study of automotive 
manufacturing in the 1980s. Lean 
manufacturing refers to higher quality, lower 
cost and shorter lead times with fewer 
resources. 

The application of Lean principles in 
healthcare began in the United States about 
15 years ago, with proven success in 
improving outcomes, reducing waiting, and 
improving patient, staff, and physician 
satisfaction. 

 

Lean is a Customer-Focused approach. In 
healthcare, activities are viewed as Value 
Added or Non-Value Added with respect to 
providing value to the patient. Examples of 
Non-Value Added activities include patients 
waiting for the next step in the pathway of 
care, nurses searching for supplies, patients 
providing information multiple departments,  

and operating rooms waiting for the next 
patient to be prepped for surgery. 

In Lean terms, Non-Value Added activities 
are called Waste. Lean Healthcare uses a 
structured process to identify and eliminate 
Waste in everyday work and processes. This 
does not mean people waste their time! It 
means that people often have to take excess 
steps or "work around" barriers inherent in 
the current system. And, some Non-Value 
Added activity is necessary (think about 
regulatory requirements). It cannot be fully 
eliminated, but instead must be viewed as 
Waste that must be constantly challenged. 

Tools and Techniques 

Various lean tools are used to observe work 
processes, identify Waste, and understand 
work or information flow. Other tools are 
solution-oriented methods used to eliminate 
Waste. While many of the concepts seem 
simple, true understanding of the complexity 
and interdependence comes with personal 
application. 

Kaizen is a word borrowed from the 
Japanese, translating to Continuous 
Incremental Improvement. Lean Healthcare 
practitioners often utilize Kaizen Events, or 
rapid improvement events. These involve a 
cross-functional team observing, analyzing, 
improving, and implementing changes to 
eliminate Waste in their own processes and 
workplace. 
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Culture Change 

Successful implementation of Lean 
Healthcare may require change in the culture 
of the organization, and it is not unusual to 
encounter resistance among the workforce 
and middle management. In Lean, 
leadership presence and follow-through are 
essential. One way this manifests itself is in 
going to the Gemba (translated as "the place 
where the truth can be found"), which means 
going to the workplace (usually patient care 
areas). Here, leaders observe processes, talk 
with staff, help identify sources of 
frustration for staff and discuss potential 
solutions. Empowering every staff member 
to be a Lean thinker and problem-solver is 
the ultimate goal. 

Do We Really Have Waste in Healthcare? 

Studies suggest that about a third of 
healthcare expenditures are waste of one 
form or another. Payers, both governmental 
and commercial, are placing more and more 
pressure on healthcare providers to "do more 
with less," providing better quality with 
fewer resources. Medicare's Value-Based 
Purchasing Program and its associated Pay-
for-Performance Programs hold hostage a 
significant percentage of hospital 
reimbursements for a ransom associated 
with how well the hospital performs on 
outcome- and process measures. How does 
that relate to Lean Healthcare? 

Traditionally, healthcare quality leaders 
have thought about the Broken Processes 
that lead to poor outcomes in this diagram: 

 

Lean shows us that those Broken Processes 
constitute Hidden Waste. Once we identify 
something as Waste, Lean provides the tools 
to eliminate it, helping to resolve problems 
that may have seemed intractable for years. 

 

Want to learn how Lean Healthcare can help 
you? Contact us at Excellence Oklahoma for 
a free consultation: 

Susan Dragoo 
susan.dragoo@gmail.com 
(405) 664-2253 
 
Mark Fields 
mark.g.fields01@gmail.com 
(405) 203-9078 
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