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 By Rick Duncan 
 
We all reach a level of inefficiency when we don’t get to practice the skills that 
have been taught to us or we have learned. I had been working with developing 
training materials and had not been around the execution end of the lesson plan 
in a while. When it came time to apply the lean skills to the process at hand, I 
had to revisit many of the things that I inherently knew but were no longer at the 
surface of the conscience mind. In short, I had to learn to see . . . again. 

 
We can admit that seeing is a learned skill and should not be confused with 
observing. Observing tends to be tinted by the rose colored glasses of our past. 
We typically observe and perceive in the context of experiences that we have 
had in the past. Therefore, seeing truly needs to be removed from the restraints 
of our prejudice. 

 
But what are we really talking about when we refer to seeing? Seeing is an active 
pursuit as well as a passive pursuit. I will take you through some examples so 
that the illustrations can drive home the points. 

 
Any supervisor that is worth his or her salt can tell you about the rhythm and 
pulse of their area. If a machine sounds different from across the room or if there 
is no customary sound, the alarms go off in their head. The same is true of 
visuals. You have to learn and feel the rhythm of what you are watching. Many 
people have learned this point by the Lean exercise called ‘Circle on the Floor’ 
where you learn to see process flow and the reactions and responses that occur. 

 
I was passively watching a thermo-former on a packaging line to help with 
improving the materials yield. This was my circle on the floor. The machine 
periodically discharged a reject blister into the bin. The operator would dutifully 
empty the bin when full but never questioned the rejects. They were busy trying 
to keep things running.  

 
I simply cleared my mind and quietly watched the process run. What I was 
looking for was the abnormal. Abnormal can be ‘what is’ or ‘what is not’ 
happening in the rhythm. I noticed a skip on one of the pick-n-place loader robots 
that occurred about one in thirty six pieces.  
 
In the picture below, can you find what I saw at the loader station? 



 
 

Look at the forth position from the right. It turned out to be a small blockage in the 
gateway that would occasionally interfere with the product passage. This simple 
act of seeing what was happening and the quick ten minute fix amounted to a 
return of approximately three percent of the production capacity of the line. Three 
percent equates to about $18,000 per batch run. Examples such as this start with 
seeing operations on a broad spectrum and then narrowing down the vision to a 
specific point. 

 
Upstream of the former situation is a sub-assembly operation that feeds the 
thermo-former. The assembly reject rate would take wide swings from day to day 
and week to week but the buffer stock would insulate the thermo-former from 
most of the variation. No one seemed to understand the .25% to 10% reject 
swings. 

 
Watching a process that runs at 270 units per minute is rather mind numbing. We 
even tried actively capturing the scene with a high speed video camera. As it 
turned out, the process was not the issue because it was doing exactly what it 
was supposed to do. By seeing the whole picture it was evident that the yield rate 
was changing every time the vendor’s lot number changed. 

 
Investigation proved that the vendor was supplying goods that were within 
tolerance. But if the material shifted to one end of the specification, then the 
results were larger reject rates. With a great deal of data collection and analysis 
we began to see that we had shot ourselves in the foot by how we had set the 
parameters on the machine. Without endangering the customer quality, we 
moved the machine specification limit in the vision system by a mere 0.6mm to 
correct the problem. A tiny tweak to the system was worth a near zero reject rate 



and about $16,000 per batch savings when the material spec moved toward one 
end of the specification limits.  

 
The last of the examples comes from the other end of the process line, the 
cartoner. Periodically I would see the machine dump what appeared to be 
perfectly good product into the reject bin. All the components were in place but 
the machine didn’t pick a carton to put the product into. With the line running at 
68 cartons per minute, you had better be quick to catch what was happening. 

 
I was watching a bar code reader flash for a half a second on the component as 
it was picked to be placed on the product stack before insertion into a carton. 
Investigation into the computer controls showed a “No read” condition when 
product was dumped that matched up with the reader flash that I had just seen.  
Now, what I saw and what I saw didn’t match up. I was confused. The line 
technician made a suggestion about aligning the bar code reader flash window 
with the moving component position while in jog mode. Sure enough the re-
alignment corrected the problem of rejecting perfectly good product. 

 
People tend to forget that simply watching a process can be a very constructive 
adventure. The examples listed above have a potential cost avoidance of over 
$5,000,000 per year. One of the most powerful tools that an industrial or process 
engineer has is the ability to see what is actually happening around them. 
Sometimes we need to take a moment and rethink some of the lessons that we 
have learned. 

 
Lessons of the past that should be revisited: 

• Seeing takes time and should not be rushed. 
• You have to be still and focused to see clearly. 
• Open your eyes and mind to what you actually see with no 

preconceived notions. 
• Don’t have tunnel vision until you have closed in on the object of 

interest. 
• See the natural rhythm of the process. 
• Watch the flow or lack of flow to find the constraint in the process. 
• Seek to understand what is causing the variation that you see in the 

process. 
• Buffers hide the variation in flow that you should see. 
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