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There is no question about the current state of the U.S. 
economy. All organizations are facing new challenges brought on 
by the 2008 meltdown and slow recovery as they crawl out of the 
economic rubble. The rate of change is exploding and overwhelm-
ing. Instability, chaos, turmoil and uncertainty have brought with it 
new opportunities for those that approach it the right way. The best 
response is rapid and large-scale improvement via a different kind 
of leadership, a rediscovered process of implementation and totally 
engaged organizations. 

The Western world has passed through two generations of 
continuous improvement and is on the cusp of a third genera-
tion with far-reaching rewards for success. The first generation 
of improvement includes the 1920s to the late 1970s. This was 
the real birth of continuous improvement in the United States 
and the exporting of continuous improvement to support Japan’s 
post-World War II reconstruction efforts. The second generation 
of improvement is from the 1980s to the present, starting with the 
fierce competition engendered by the Japanese automotive indus-
try’s breakthroughs in the United States and continuing with the 
paintball of continuous improvement programs. The latest lean, Six 
Sigma and lean Six Sigma initiatives are the most successful of our 
time. The problem is that the recent meltdown and anemic recovery 
have taken the majority of lean Six Sigma initiatives and continuous 
improvement off point.

Our present global economic, competitive, social and political 

forces have leveled the improvement playing field and threaten the 
quality of life for our future generations. At the same time, these 
forces have created the urgent need for an improvement renaissance 
at a time when there are more global opportunities for improvement 
across all industries than in all of history. This new generation of 
improvement also incorporates a higher moral purpose of improve-
ment: rebuilding a domestic manufacturing base; improving 
healthcare, financial services, airlines and many other nonmanu-
facturing industries; and, in particular, improving our federal, state 
and local governments. The next generation of improvement must 
generate a complete turnaround of America’s economic, social, 
political and competitive position in the global economy. The 
remainder of this article presents a historical perspective of continu-
ous improvement and provides guidance into the next generation.

The first generation 
Although improvement has existed since the beginning of time, 
the first formal generation of continuous improvement occurred 
from the 1920s to the late 1970s. During this time, folks like 
Frederick Taylor, Walter Shewhart, Frank and Lillian Gilbreth and 
others created the discipline of industrial engineering and scien-
tific management. Taylor was an early improvement pioneer, and 
many of his beliefs about people centered on their natural “loafing” 
instincts, a need for close supervision of elemental tasks, and puni-
tive piece-rate incentive systems. His basic time-and-motion study 
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techniques were adopted widely during the autocratic management 
and mass production era of the 1920s.

During this time, the discipline of operations research evolved. 
Operations research  included statistical analytics, process optimi-
zation, probability theory, queuing theory, simulation, game theory 
and other advanced statistical techniques. Now these primarily 
reside under the umbrella of Six Sigma. Improvement was pursued 
primarily as a response to known inefficiencies on the production 
floor to cut costs, set financial incentives for workers (piece-rate 
systems) and increase productivity. Some experimented with the 
operations research side of improvement in war game strategies and 
modeling complex social problems. 

For the most part, this generation produced the efficiency experts 
and the associated adversarial relationships between management 
and employees regarding improvement. The need for improvement 
was for the most part negative “whipping boy” responses to human 
inefficiencies. Most organizations had their resident industrial engi-
neering departments. Most people that worked in the improvement 
business during this generation were not well-liked and had several 
nicknames like head-choppers, hatchet men and axe swingers. This 
generation of improvement was very linear, with a few urgency blips 
like the 1973 oil embargo. 

During this generation (the post-World War II era), Japan 
recognized that its recovery depended heavily upon continuous 
improvement methodologies from the West. W. Edwards Deming 
and his expertise on statistical quality improvement and Taiichi 
Ohno with his industrial and systems engineering background and 
visionary thinking from Toyota took center stage. 

Some level of complacency set in for America after winning the 
war. Rather than listening to the wisdom of Deming and others, we 
exported him to Japan, which was faced with postwar reconstruc-
tion issues related to manufacturing. Postwar Japan was constrained 
severely in terms of space, resources, time, cost and their perceived 
low quality by the East. Toyota, for example, was concerned with 
quality and inventory levels and the costs and space consumption 
associated with each. Emulating U.S. companies exactly was not 
doable or affordable. 

This era was the birth of what later became popularized as the 
Toyota Production System (TPS). Much of the TPS is Ohno’s evolu-
tion of basic industrial and systems engineering improvements 
aimed at Japan’s unique limitations in inventory, quality, space 
and natural resources. Development and implementation of the 
TPS was a lot of work – relentless, never-ending work – work that 
went unnoticed by the Western world until it revolutionized global 
manufacturing by 1980. 

Several others such as Masaaki Imai, the father of kaizen, also 
became internationally renowned for the continuous improvement 
work at Toyota and other Japanese companies. The single most 

important factor was their deployment of improvement in a perfect 
cultural environment where honor, nationalism, teamwork, true 
empowerment, quality, perfection, shame for failure, process and 
focusing on the long run were important traits. Toyota and many 
other Eastern corporations mastered continuous improvement 
under the radar screen for years. The combination of industrial and 
systems engineering tools with their national culture was a match 
made in heaven. 

During this time some U.S. companies with an appreciation for 
industrial and systems engineering were involved in improvement 
efforts like rate-based, short interval scheduling; two-bin replenish-
ment systems; work cell design; plant layout; quick setups; preventive 
maintenance; and continuous flow that supposedly originated in 
Japan. This occurred in an era when there were no buzzwords other 
than the standard IE terminology and body of knowledge. The 
efforts in a culture characterized mainly by command and control, 
adversarial relationships and emergency response were not continu-
ous and certainly not as impressive as the results of their Eastern 
counterparts.

The chronic problem with continuous improvement in the West-
ern world is a different culture and a different way of thinking. In 
the West, many leadership choices, behaviors and actions foster 
impatience, immediate action, instant gratification and short-term 
performance, which all run counter to continuous and sustainable 
improvement. Worse yet, sectors such as healthcare, governments 
and nonprofits have been insulated from the need to do more with 
less because revenues always have been available to cover rising costs.

The second generation 
Thirty years ago the United States became painfully aware of the 
importance of quality improvement. Executives were scratching 
their heads as they watched the 1980 NBC documentary, “If Japan 
Can, Why Can’t We?” This was a mammoth wake-up call for busi-
ness improvement. We watched their industry success at reducing 
setups, defects, cycle times, costs and inventories based on improve-
ment techniques introduced by Taylor, Gilbreth, Henry Ford, 
Shewhart and Deming. Suddenly there was a high degree of U.S. 
interest in improvement. 

At the same time U.S companies engaged in cutting costs, which, 
ironically, included eliminating industrial engineering departments 
and the overnight decentralization of improvement to individual 
business units. The improvements in Japan looked easy to adopt 
with a little training, but most organizations have learned that 
building and sustaining this cultural standard of excellence is more 
difficult than it looks on the surface. Back then Deming talked about 
constancy of purpose, and unfortunately we still have not found it 
with business improvement. The average executive lasts about two 
to three years. In most organizations, the average birth-death cycle 
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of continuous improvement programs since the 1980s has been 
approximately the same. 

The second generation of improvement occurred from 1980 to 
the recent meltdown. Improvement initially was motivated by the 
stiff competition from the Japanese automotive, consumer elec-
tronics, steel and machine tool industries. During this generation, 
improvement became a respectable career path. Organizations 
went through a lengthy succession of different discrete improve-
ment programs like total quality management (TQM), just-in-time 
(JIT), manufacturing excellence, re-engineering, kaizen, lean, Six 
Sigma, lean Six Sigma and others. Each of these initiatives had their 
moments of popularity followed by their birth-death lifecycles. 

Many programs focused on manufacturing through a continuous 
branding and rebranding of basic methodologies and tools. For the 
first time, many manufacturing and service organizations engaged 
their hourly employees as valued partners in improvement. Through 
each successive program, organizations became increasingly skilled 
in the methodologies and tools of improvement with good results … 
for a while. Few organizations can claim a successful and sustainable 
run at continuous improvement that began in the Deming days of 
the 1980s and is still alive today. For many organizations, the melt-
down and recovery has leveled the playing ground of improvement. 

Lessons to learn
There are several lessons this generation must learn to improve how 
we improve. First, implementing process improvement always has 
begun with the typical top-down, executive-mandated, train-the-
masses, must-use-everywhere approaches, with a fanatical focus 
on teaching the methodologies and tools of improvement. This 
aspect of improvement is the easiest to master and is a 20 percent 
factor in your success. The other 80 percent critical success factors 
include enlightened, unwavering and committed leadership; build-
ing an improvement strategy continuously aligned to strategic and 
operating performance; designing the formal and sustaining infra-
structure; change management and internalization; true cultural 
transformation; and implementing and sustaining improvement 
with a positive and measurable return on investment.

 In retrospect, these branded tools and “wonks and widgets” 
efforts wrapped themselves around ideals like empowerment, 
change management and cultural transformation. In several orga-
nizations, their bureaucratic process of improvement replaced the 
original objectives of improvement and resulted in little more than 
slick signage and painted floors, symbolic storyboards, color-coded 
smocks and frocks, and beautification exercises. Many organiza-
tions engaged in wallpaper-sized value stream mapping exercises 
while learning to see and spent too little time on learning to do.

Leadership lost interest because the overhead of improvement 
exceeded its benefits. Many organizations achieved varying degrees 

of short-term success, but they left a lot more on the table. This 
generation of improvement is clearly a sequence of programs that 
were destined unintentionally as a series of birth-death cycles. For 
decades, people talked a good game about these programs becoming 
the operating system of their organizations, but the implementation 
approaches turned out to be short-term, grossly oversimplified and 
unsustainable. In several organizations, the birth-death cycles of 
improvement drove culture backward and left people uninterested 
in another program.

The recent meltdown and slow recovery once again has taken 
more than 80 percent of lean Six Sigma initiatives off the tracks, and 
many organizations rest in a coma in terms of the future of improve-
ment. There are a few fundamental reasons for this dilemma:

• Top-down, enterprisewide, train-the-masses, mandate-compli-
ance-everywhere improvement programs have served their 
useful life. No executive in today’s challenging economy wants to 
commit to another multimillion-dollar improvement program 
that takes two to five years to see results, so continuous improve-
ment remains somewhat at an impasse.

• The rapid evolution of technology is morphing the workplace 
into a complex global network of transactional enterprises. A few 
years ago everyone preached going to the gemba. Now the gemba 
is following us everywhere in our hands, or it’s certainly within 
reach of another mobile device. Lengthy improvement projects 
must be replaced by real-time, event-driven performance dash-
boards and business analytics.

• The need and urgency for improvement is high, the hidden costs 
of these transactional enterprises are astronomical, and a differ-
ent approach is needed to harvest these new opportunities. These 
wastes do not have physical characteristics; we can get at them 
only through technology-enabled improvement and transaction 
stream analysis. 

To top things off, many outsourcing decisions have not improved 
anything, even though the price numbers look good. A closer look 
at many outsourcing decisions (and their fully loaded costs) reveals 
that some have generated new hidden wastes, reduced flexibility and 
increased supply chain complexity and risk. Recognize that there 
have been larger conditions and critical success factors missing in 
improvement initiatives that limit individual successes. The next 
generation of improvement is being driven by a combination of 
experiences, lessons learned and dramatic changes in the economy. 

The next generation 
The purpose here is not to criticize those who have given their 150 
percent throughout this era or to recommend another enchant-
ing improvement mantra or magic improvement dust under a 

the generations of improvement



August	2012  49

new banner. In fact, the last thing organizations need is another 
repackaged fad program. The basic methodologies and tools of 
improvement have served organizations well for the past 75 years; 
another new buzzword program is not the answer. The issue at hand 
is that the “process of improvement” has served its useful life. Think 
about it. How many processes in your organization have remained 
virtually the same since the 1980s? All processes require improve-
ment and tweaking as the dynamics of business change over time. It 
is time to improve the process of improvement.

The next generation of improvement is a challenge of how to 
design and implement continuous and sustainable improvement 
successfully in the new economy with the right approach, veloc-
ity, focus, simplification and ease, all while eliminating or working 
within the dynamic operating models, realistic constraints and 
absorption bandwidths of organizations. What this means is the 
combined strategy of Deming back-to-basics, innovation, the inte-
gration of enabling technology and adaptive improvement across 
diverse industries and environments. The future of improvement 
is a nimble, systematic execution of this combined strategy that 
creates the continuous cultural standard of excellence. This is a 
well-integrated system of improvement similar to TPS, but it’s more 
dynamic in that it leverages technology and harvests the larger enter-
prise and extended enterprise opportunities. 

We refer to this new generation of improvement as improvement 
excellence: the mastery of developing and implementing successful 
strategic and continuous business improvement initiatives, trans-
forming culture and enabling organizations to improve how they 
improve. The framework for improvement excellence includes three 
critical success factors:

1. The formal sustaining infrastructure of strategic leadership and 

vision, deployment planning and execution. Embedded in each 
of these infrastructure elements is what we refer to as the proven 
accelerators of strategic improvement.

2. The integration of improvement methodologies, which ensures 
that the right improvement methodologies and tools are applied 
to the highest impact opportunities correctly, creating break-
throughs in systematic performance followed by continuous 
improvement best practices. 

3. The rapid deployment and rapid results improvement model is 
called scalable lean Six Sigma. The model is based on the simple 
Pareto principle: Target the largest opportunities and focus limit-
ed resources on these opportunities with the necessary limited 
set of improvement methodologies – on the “right” big things 
that keep everyone awake every night. Scalability in the model is 
achieved mathematically: 80 percent of the improvements are 
represented by 20 percent of the possible opportunities, and 80 
percent of improvements require 20 percent of the methodolo-
gies and tools. This simplified model of improvement positions 
organizations in a self-funding mode significantly quicker than 
the traditional long, drawn-out deployments. From an education 
standpoint, certification is viewed more as a valuable, longer-term 
professional development goal instead of a costly prerequisite for 
improvement. This model is much more of a “learn what you 
need, learn as you go” model of improvement.
 
At the very core of this framework is enlightened leadership. 

Enlightened leadership is a formal process of continuous personal 
discovery in the relentless pursuit of excellence and superior busi-
ness performance. Enlightened leadership is the ability to adapt and 
adjust the organization’s course to changing economic and business 
challenges. Enlightened leaders recognize the need to make these 

gilbreth still Making neWs
Lillian	Gilbreth	had	such	a	profound	effect	on	society	that	she’s	making	news	40	years	
after	her	death.	

Considered,	along	with	her	husband	Frank,	as	one	of	the	architects	of	industrial	engi-
neering,	the	Gilbreths	had	a	granddaughter	who	graduated	from	W.F.	West	High	School	
in	1962,	according	to	The Chronicle	of	Centralia,	Wash.	On	June	4,	the	newspaper’s	
“From	the	Files”	feature	reran	a	1962	photograph	of	Gilbreth	addressing	the	110	mem-
bers	of	that	graduating	class.	

Underneath	the	original	photograph,	the	paper	explained	that	she	“passed	on	her	advice	
about	how	to	manage	oneself	in	adulthood.	Gilbreth,	84,	…	was	an	industrial	engineer	
and	grandmother	to	Jan	Tallman,	one	of	the	graduates.	After	speaking	in	Chehalis,	she	
hopped	on	a	plane	to	attend	another	granddaughter’s	graduation	back	east.”	
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decisions immediately while time is on everyone’s side. Enlightened 
leadership is a continuous cycle of leadership improvement.

Now let’s compare this to current management by mayhem lead-
ership in many organizations. This is not leadership. The enduring 
activities of insanity and hyper-insanity are symptomatic of inde-
cisive organizations that have lost their direction. Weak leaders 
procrastinate, waver and provide conflicting direction, move quickly 
and accomplish little, pass off the responsibility, drive their organi-
zations into chaos, find excuses for not making the tough decisions 
and explain away bad performance. But enlightened leaders develop 
connected, fluid organizations that replace the random, disorga-
nized firefighting aspects of change and adapt logically, deliberately, 
synchronously and – most important of all – correctly to changes in 
the business climate.

 The improvement renaissance
The next generation of improvement is the silver lining of our 
anemic economy that stands before us in the form of the largest 
opportunities for improvement in the history of the genre. It is an 
improvement renaissance, as shown by the upward trajectory of 
the generations of improvement in Figure 1. This new generation 
of improvement is big: The opportunities represent corporate well-
ness, trillions of dollars in new opportunities across all industries 

and a turnaround of America’s position in the global economy. It 
will take the best people to commit to the larger moral purpose of 
improvement to rediscover their way of thinking about improve-
ment as a business, industry and government lifestyle change for the 
next 75 years and beyond. 

Welcome to the second decade of the 21st century and beyond. 
In the next decades, every industry can and must improve, especially 
the new entrants to lean Six Sigma and strategic improvement. The 
executives of all industries are capable of implementing improve-
ment to reel in these opportunities. Collectively, we have the 
opportunity to accomplish great things or sit passively while other 
countries show us the way.  d
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Figure 1. Enlightened leadership is at the heart of the next generation of improvement. 
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