
Google “lean manufacturing” and you will find a vir-
tually endless font of information regarding formal lean 
implementation. You’ll see definitions for Japanese words 
such as kaizen, gemba, muda, mura, kanban, and so on. You 
will also find other variations or iterations of lean, e.g.: Six 
Sigma, Lean Sigma, TPS (Toyota Production System), TOC 
(Theory of Constraints), JIT (Just in Time), and others.

But at Forest City Gear and Winzeler Gear, while top 
management made a strategic decision to commit to lean 
implementation, they also decided that they were going to 
Americanize it a bit and lose most of the formal lean jargon 
that, frankly, might prove somewhat intimidating and con-
fusing to company personnel.      

Winzeler began its lean journey about five years ago, 
and Forest City, just last November. What their approach to 
manufacturing improvement has in common is their working 
with the same consultant, Brian Barch’s Telosis, Inc. Barch 
consults with Forest City on their ongoing quality systems 

Going Lean is One Thing.
But Getting There? Quite Another.
Jack McGuinn, Senior Editor

Winzeler Gear’s quality assurance gear lab, where all of the company’s dual-flank gear testers are linked to a centralized data collection system, 
eliminating the need for manual entry. The collection system significantly reduced the amount of direct labor required to monitor gear production.

certification, and with Winzeler Gear on their trek to the 
Promised Land of Lean. (By sheer coincidence and like-
minded thinking, both companies call their lean effort the 
Operation Excellence Program.) And given that each com-
pany is similar (gears), yet different (steel vs. plastic), it is a 
testament to lean’s far-reaching influence on any number of 
industries that the same consultant is helping to bring about 
quality and efficiency upgrades to both companies. Industries 
now benefiting from lean practices include banking, hospi-
tals, and service industries—whether it’s processing a part or 
processing a mortgage loan.

Developing “rules and tools.” Barch’s approach to 
going lean differs perhaps somewhat from more traditional 
implementation. His is an incremental, or “modified”—his 
word—approach which, if effectively utilized, guides a com-
pany step-by-step through various areas of its operation, ulti-
mately resulting in a lean conclusion. Typically, says Barch, 
he is first invited in by companies—as is the case with Forest 
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continued

City—looking for quality systems (ISO, QS, etc.) certifica-
tion. And it is those efforts, he adds, which will eventually 
lead a company down the path to lean implementation. 

 “In developing an ISO program, what you are really 
doing is identifying, documenting and developing rules and 
tools,” Barch says. “That tends to feed into management 
practices—not just from a quality system standpoint, but 
from a management system as well—i.e., how an organiza-
tion is governed.”

By design, Telosis’ niche is smaller businesses. He has 
found that working with larger companies looking to go lean 
is a bit like navigating a battle ship’s 180° turn—very slow. 
He says the reason for that is an inbred intransigence to 
change on the part of management.

“With big companies, it is an absolute unwillingness to 
bring down the ivory towers,” he says. “Large organizations 
live and thrive on towers. You have engineering, purchasing, 
quality, etc., towers. And no matter what they say, they are 
keeping those walls around their tower.”   

It follows then, Barch believes, that lean implementation 
must include top management’s buy-in to the fact that lean 
is all about people, the people in their employ. (Ed.Note - 
Please see sidebar on p.55.)

“Many companies go through a lean program and most 
of them fail at it or give up on it, because they do it wrong. 
They start at the wrong place. There’s a function in every 
organization of getting today’s work done today, and then 
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there’s a function in an organization of understanding and 
controlling the resources that that organization utilizes. And 
typically we (Telosis) are drawn into this whole program 
because top management wants to see what they call their 
management team develop and progress as far as their ability 
to participate in the management of the company allows.

“From there we don’t start with things that might be 
strictly lean organizational things; we start out with job 
knowledge, what we call ‘walking around knowledge’.”

Barch explains that every company needs to identify 
personnel who have “daily” knowledge of key areas of the 
business; the knowledge-is-power approach. He feels that 
companies that manage an operation based simply upon 
monthly, quarterly, or annual reports are working backwards, 
much like “putting the lookout in the back of the boat.” 

“What (companies) need to do is manage on a real-time 
basis, and in order to do that you need to know what is hap-
pening in real time,” he says. “So we’ll go through a list of 
things that somebody in this organization should be aware of 
on a day-to-day basis. And then we’ll say, given the organi-
zation and resources we have, who should have this knowl-
edge? And then we’ll go around and ask, who does have this 
knowledge? And universally we find that nobody has this 
knowledge.”

With that information in hand, Barch then initiates a pro-
gram to facilitate access to that knowledge and to develop 
it in such a way that key individuals may have access to it 
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As one might expect, getting answers to those questions 
leads management, production planners, etc., to realize that 
they are wasting a lot of valuable time. They further realize, 
says Barch, that if they can reduce cycle time to 15 days, 
there is little need for extensive—and expensive—ware-
housing.

Winzeler CEO John Winzeler is in complete agreement.
“Right now we’re focusing on inventory reduction, for 

both raw material and finished goods, because we are run-
ning out of warehouse space (optimal space utilization being 
a key lean principle),” he says. “So before we reorganize the 
warehouse area, we’re going through this exercise of under-
standing the consumption patterns of our customers and how 
much raw material we need, how much finished goods. And 
how can we best make sure that we never shut our customers 
down without taking up any more space—i.e., money—for 
that activity.”

What Winzeler is alluding to is the difficult but necessary 
development of reliable metrics, which in turn allows for 
making sound decisions. It’s actually step one in the process.

“It all started—and it took a good year or more—to get 
good metrics. What’s our on-time delivery? What’s our 
internal and external waste? We have several metrics that we 
track on a daily, weekly and monthly basis. You need that to 
know whether you’re getting better or not.

“Take scrap rate, quoted material usage vs. actual, pre-

on a real-time basis and can then start managing based upon 
what’s happening on any given day. Barch provides a con-
crete example of this that any company accountant or con-
troller can appreciate.

“If I were to go to an organization and ask someone to 
quantify for me what they have in inventory—dollar value—
typically no one can answer that question (immediately). If 
you go to Winzeler Gear and you ask how many dollars do 
we have in inventory as of the end of business yesterday, 
there are three people who can answer it to the dollar.

“So as they start getting and developing that informa-
tion, it is then easy to implement lean concepts. Once people 
know what they have, they can then start to develop objec-
tives.”

Inventory reduction via production. Barch again uses 
inventory as an example of this. Instead, for instance, of 
reducing inventory by, say, 30% or 40%, let’s ask the ques-
tion: Why should we have any inventory? “If a company 
believes its inventory to be excessive, what’s the reason 
behind that?” he says. “And that usually leads us down a 
path to saying, cycle time. If the cycle time is extensive, it 
leads to saying, OK, we’ve got a 30-day cycle time from 
receipt of order to parts ready for delivery. What’s really 
happening during that 30 days? How much time is going 
to actual value-added production as opposed to how much 
queue time is involved?”

Forest City Gear’s gear lab. The carts in the foreground are stocked with the job- and machine-specific tools and materials before being sent out to 
the shop floor.
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• Gear Hobbing, Shaping and Shaving up to 12" in diameter. 
• Precision CNC turning and milling capabilities.  
• Gear Inspection on State of The Art Machines.  
• Rush Delivery on Master Gears Available in one week!  
• Quick service and turn around in our all temperature controlled facility.
• Professional and courteous staff here to assist in any way.

Member of AGMA

TIFCO supplies the fi nest aerospace, automotive, and commercial industries 
with precision gears (including master gears), shafts, collets, and components 
that fi t within our machining capability envelope:

Kapp VUS – Universal Internal/External Form 
Grinding Machine 

Hofl er 400 Helix - Brand New Form Grinder with 
the Latest Technology

Reishauer RZ300 – 
Swiss made Precision Gear Generating Machines 

Studer S31, S21 and S20 – 
Precision Outside/Inside Diameter Grinders 

Mitsubishi – GD20cnc and ST40cnc – 
Hobbing and Shaping Machines 

M&M Sigma 3 and Wenzel WGT350 – 
Gear Inspection Machines 

mium freight. It took a while to even get that data together, 
and it took a very qualified IT person to be able to capture 
the data and trust it. If we can’t trust the data, we don’t know 
what we’re doing.”

There is a central element of lean that is not lost on 
Winzeler. He is fully aware and appreciative of his people’s 
efforts. And he also realizes that without the due diligence 
of his core management team—comprised of the company’s 
director of quality, director of manufacturing and control-
ler—and led by Barch, going lean would not be possible.

“In small manufacturing,” says Winzeler, “the people 
in the trenches doing the work every day don’t have a lot 
of time to do continuous improvement. We’ve taken more 
supervisory people to do the planning and training, and they 
engage the worker team. But it isn’t just going out there and 
saying, ‘OK, we’re going to form a team. Now go make us 
better.’ That doesn’t work.

“And just because you have a team doesn’t mean that 
you have any talent, either. You have to have somebody 
driving it. It’s going to take us years to get the whole culture 
changed to the point that everybody is doing everything pos-
sible. But every day, every week, every month, we’re getting 
better.

“You never reach the finish line because there’s always 
more you can do. It’s becoming lifelong learners, being curi-
ous enough to challenge everything you do every day.”

Highfalutin’, simplified. At Forest City Gear, the deci-

sion of going lean and committing to getting there made 
good business sense. Peer pressure (local competition) 
was one reason; more profits, a better one. Its Operation 
Excellence Program mirrors that of Winzeler Gear in that 
the order of the day is to keep things simple, and not, as vice 
president of manufacturing Everett Hawkins explains it, 
“highfalutin.” 

“(Going lean) was being 
proactive on our behalf, 
because we know of other 
c o m p a n i e s ’  s u c c e s s e s 
with lean, especially in the 
Rockford (IL) area,” he says. 
“We weren’t forced into it. 
We just looked at it as an 
area that we certainly could 
use some improvement in. 
We think we can get a prod-
uct through the plant a lot 
faster, and by doing that we 
can take on more business.”

The “faster” Hawkins refers to is a direct result of an 
ongoing reorganization of the shop floor. Two crucial ele-
ments of lean are having the tools and materials necessary 
to do a job in close proximity to where the work is per-
formed, and the other is an absolute necessity of having a 
designated place for every production tool. A recent tour 

Everett Hawkins

continued
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of Forest City’s shop floor 
revealed a strict adherence 
to both directives. All neces-
sary tools and materials were 
situated at various machine 
stations; smaller tools were 
arranged and stored in a 
ship-shape manner that even 
the most extreme fussbudget 
would envy. We were also 
able to observe new shop 
floor plans which will even-
tually be executed and will 

significantly expedite queue and work flow. This provided 
an observer with a clear, real-time snapshot of lean in action.      

Since the implementation began just six months ago, 
Hawkins says it will boost sales from $8 million to $9 mil-
lion annually, with expectations that lean will get them up 
to around $12 million. Hawkins added that the company has 
also begun attracting new customers at a faster rate—now 
averaging at least one to two per week.  

Hawkins also believes lean implementation will result 
soon in new business for which Forest City would otherwise 
not have been considered.

“I believe lean is going to position us to (attract) more 
aerospace work,” Hawkins says. “It’s certainly going to 
(bring) more medical (device) work. And it’s going to 

A look at three Phoenix hobbers with the needed parts and tools in close proximity for faster production

increase our customer base, because we’re taking on projects 
now that normally we wouldn’t be able to do since now we 
can get things through the plant much faster.”

Hawkins also points out that the company’s long-held 
commitment to staying technologically viable has served to 
complement its lean efforts in a significant way.

“Due to new equipment, we feel we can get the hard type 
of work, from the standpoint of special gears. We just landed 
the 2009 gears for the Mars Rovers. Those people, when they 
were in here, were very impressed with our going lean.”

There is no “I” in team—or lean.  Pat Keeley, Forest 
City’s quality manager, is in full support of the company’s 
lean effort. And why not? He says it is already reaping 
rewards. For him, lean is all about personnel constantly ask-
ing themselves how they can best do their job and dedicated 
commitment to fulfilling their responsibilities. 

“Although we are in the beginning stages of lean manu-
facturing, its benefits are already being realized,” he says. 
“Lean is a thought process or a belief in how you go about 
performing your job, not necessarily added responsibili-
ties. Being that it is based on a ‘team’ set of ideals, actually 
everyone in the ‘group’ shares in those responsibilities. 

“My responsibilities to Forest City Gear are to ensure 
continued customer satisfaction. Lean will help us do this by 
improving quality, price and delivery, all of which lean will 
help us to accomplish.”

Lean implementation also means new requirements and 

Pat Keeley
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While universally known as a Japanese “invention” that was 
popularized by Toyota, lean in fact traces its roots to the work of 
post-World War II American occupation forces in Japan. Utilizing 
the War Department’s Training Within Industry (TWI) learning and 
training programs to assist Japan in regaining their industrial foot-
ing, the TWI programs included standard work job instruction and 
process improvement job methods. Instituted simultaneously with 
these programs were a number of statistics-based methodologies 
championed by the quality gurus W. Edwards Deming and Joseph 
M. Juran. As early as the 1950s, these programs and methodolo-
gies were at the heart of what is called Japan’s kaizen (continuous 
improvement) revolution.    

Robert “Doc” Hall is professor emeritus of operation manage-
ment at Indiana University’s Kelley School of Business, a founding 
member of the Association for Manufacturing Excellence (AME), 
and has authored six books on lean principles. According to Hall, 
the term “lean” was unknown until the late 1980s. Even then, there 
was some overlapping of terms.

“First, JIT was the nickname originally given by Toyota for TPS, 
and it was used in the 1980s until Womack’s book (The Machine 
That Changed the World: The Story of Lean Manufacturing, by 
James P. Womack, Daniel T. Jones and Daniel Roos) coined the 
term ‘lean,’ which still is not a good descriptor,” he says. “Lean 
equals American understanding of Toyota Production System. Six 
Sigma originated at Motorola as a very techniques-oriented quality 
program. The other terms represent some companies’ attempt to 
blend everything together into ‘their’ program, amid much mis-
placed debate on the differences.

“The truth is that no one understands the thinking from just read-
ing. They have to live it and think about it to begin to ‘get it’—a 
totally different philosophy of work, and even of what a company 
is. That’s why Toyota is reluctant to discuss it with the uninvolved.”

Indeed, in any conversation of lean, the need to change a 
company’s culture—from the most senior management to the shop 
floor—is a bedrock constant. Esprit de corps, unity of purpose, every-
one pulling from the same end of the rope—call it what you will, it is 
an absolute necessity for a company to begin even thinking about 
lean.

“Culture is the aggregate of all policies and practices that cre-
ate the milieu of work,” says Hall. “It’s more than just attitude; it’s the 
consistency—or lack of it—between what is expected of people in 

Robert “Doc” Hall, a charter mem-
ber of the AME, author of six books 
on lean, and a longtime Louis 
Armstrong fan.

standards for Forest City suppliers, and it’s Keeley’s role to 
make sure they meet them. Or else.

“Our suppliers will be required to implement at least a 
minor portion of the lean concepts to remain competitive for 
Forest City Gear. For instance, lead and set-up times will 
need to be reduced to allow us to in turn reduce our timelines 
to our customers. Large orders will need to be shipped in 
smaller batches or lots to satisfy our customers.”

As for Hawkins, another lean true believer, he sees his 
role as more than being the eyes and ears on the factory floor 
in lean’s implementation.

“I refer to myself as a champion; I have to be the champi-
on that keeps people in charge of lean committees involved. 
And I need to compliment them on a job well done, espe-
cially if they get the low-lying fruit (obvious lean targets) 
taken care of right away. And we do what we can here to 
share with them a special lunch, a special meal after hours. 
And that does help because it shows them that we appreciate 
everything that they do.

“And last but not least, I share with them that we are not 
turning back.”

For more information:
Forest City Gear
11715 Main Street
P.O. Box 80
Roscoe, IL 61073-0080
Phone: (Toll Free) (866) 623-2168; 
(815) 623-2168
Fax: (815) 623-6620
Internet: www.fcgear.com

Winzeler Gear
7355 West Wilson Avenue
Harwood Heights, IL 60706
Phone: (708) 867-7971
Fax: (708) 867-7974
E-mail: jwinzeler@winzelergear.com
Internet: www.winzelergear.com

Brian M. Barch
Telosis, Inc.
1106 Kathy Court
Fontana, WI 53125
Phone: (262) 275-2848
Fax: (262) 275-1418
E-mail: brian@telosis.com

improving processes, and the 
systems-and-reward actually 
used by the company. Culture 
today is sometimes referred to 
as a company’s DNA.”

For Hall, rethinking or rein-
venting what a particular com-
pany is goes way beyond a 
mission statement. It’s really all 
about people. And he believes 
that is one area where compa-
nies contemplating or imple-
menting lean fall short. 

“When you say you’re 
going lean, that really is ulti-
mately a change in how you 
actually think about what the 
company is, because what you 
have to do is develop the peo-
ple, and the company really is 
the people,” he says. “There’s 
a favorite saying, ‘Our people 
are our most important asset.’ 
But people are not an asset; 
they are the company.”

Lastly, Hall warns of impending lean implementation failure if a 
company’s CEO and/or owner is not completely behind the effort. Not 
just talking the talk, but doing the walking and heavy lifting as well.

“They underestimate the degree to which the company must 
eventually change and think of it as a miraculous cost-cutting pro-
gram in which they need be only minimally involved. Sort of, ‘While 
you’re up, fetch me a lean program.’”

Bottom line, effective lean implementation is predicated not only 
upon top management’s desire to get lean, but upon its day-to-day 
understanding of its workings, as well. Hall—by way of jazz great Louis 
Armstrong—probably puts it best.

“Satchmo Armstrong had a great saying—‘Man, if someone has 
to explain it to you, you don’t dig nuthin’.”  
                                                    
—Jack McGuinn, Senior Editor

The Skinny on Lean Manufacturing
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