
Lean management offers health and social 

care management the best opportunity for 

long-term improvement, says Dr Paul Glossop, 

principal lean healthcare consultant of the 

Manufacturing Institute.

lean management
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Learning 
to be lean

Going “lean” offers organisations a proven 

customer-focused solution to raising 

performance, boosting quality and 

reducing costs – by cutting out all those factors in 

work processes that are a waste of time, money 

or resources. It stems from the Toyota Production 

System (TPS), a radical approach to working 

developed in the 1950s.

When our lean practitioners go into any organisation, 

they fi rst work out the value from the customer’s 

perspective – identifying 

all of the process inputs 

from start to fi nish and 

then eliminating the 

non-value-added steps 

within the process. In 

a healthcare setting, it 

is focused on putting 

patients fi rst. Lean is a 

culture of continuous improvement involving everybody 

and often requiring a new organisational mindset.

With challenging targets on patient waiting times, 

environmental performance and control of infection 

– as well as the drive to balance budgets and achieve 

foundation trust status – the NHS has an opportunity 

to transform itself beyond all recognition. Lean can 

simultaneously provide better care, better quality, better 

staff morale and participation, and lower costs.

Lean has been applied successfully for many years 

in the US. The Virginia Mason Medical Center in Seattle 

has achieved huge improvements from implementing 

the Virginia Mason Production System (the TPS applied 

to healthcare). This has led to double-digit million dollar 

savings in planned capital investments, a reduction in 

inventory costs of over a million dollars, a freeing of more 

than 13,000 square feet of space, slashed infection rates 

to nearly zero and improved patient satisfaction. 

Mike Rona and Christina Saint Martin, who were 

the senior executives responsible for this programme 

and are credited as the architects behind the Toyota 

Production System in Healthcare, are now working with 

the Manufacturing Institute to spread best practice 

throughout the UK healthcare sector.

While a growing number of NHS managers and 

clinicians understand the basic concepts of lean, 

nobody in the UK has taken this powerful methodology 

all the way and that is the aim of the Manufacturing 

Institute, which is working with a number of trusts to 

guide them through total lean transformation. It will 

mean a radical rethinking of working procedures in 

hospitals and elsewhere and a long-term commitment by 

management at the highest levels. 

There are fi ve main lean principles which can 

be applied just as readily in a hospital setting as 

to manufacturing.

1 Specify value in the eyes of the customer

Clearly, clinical care is value adding. Sitting in 

outpatients for up to eight hours to receive a total of 

60 minutes of care is not. Booking and rebooking of 

appointments is not. These non-value-adding activities 

occur because, while the links in the chain do their best 

for the patients, they fi nd it hard to make improvements 

that cross departmental boundaries.

2 Identify the value stream

Sounds like jargon, but it means mapping patient 

journeys right through primary and secondary care 

before launching into “rapid improvement events”. This is 

essential to co-ordinate improvements across outpatients, 

diagnostics, theatres, wards, and social care. The focus 

is likely to be on support activities as much as the actual 

clinical pathway. It takes a very broad view and is 

conducted by those people involved, including the patient.
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“It will mean a 
radical rethinking 
of procedures and 
long-term commitment 
by management” 

Lean benefi ts in Stockport’s 
radiology department 
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