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Part I—Why get lean?

The concept of “lean” has roots in mass produc-
tion, originally in the automotive industry, and espe-
cially at Toyota. Yet, business historians recognize
that Toyota utilized Ford Motor’s original Rouge
manufacturing complex in Dearborn, Michigan, as
its benchmark. Toyota’s managers studied the text

- of Today and Tomorrow, a book written by Henry
Ford in 1926. Henry Ford conceived the idea of a
moving assembly line while watching the meat
packing plants in the Chicago stockyards. Ford rec-
ognized that the process of disassembling a hog or
steer could be reversed to facilitate the construction
of the automobile.

The original lean techniques were limited to
mass production of a highly standardized product.
Henry Ford famously proclaimed that, “You can
have the Model T in any color, as long as it is
black.” In contrast to this manufacturing example,
warehousing is not mass production, it is a service
industry. With a few exceptions, warehousing vol-
umes are not massive, and they are seldom standard-
1zed. The customer can not only have any color, but
may choose from tens of thousands of stock keeping
units that are available from storage. Given these
significant differences between mass production and
warehousing, how can we apply lean thinking to a
distribution center environment?

The legendary business philosopher, Peter
Drucker, provided this insight: “Lean manufacturing
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5. Poor inventory control represents waste, par-
ticularly if stock-outs are frequent.

6. Unproductive movement is a waste when it
involves hunting for missing items.

7. Defective parts are a manufacturing waste. In
warehousing, a similar waste is errors in ship-
ping or receiving.

8. Unused employee creativity in any business is
always a waste.

The five S’s

Lean thinking starts with the creation of a lean
workplace, which in this case is the warehouse. Five
Ss are involved in the process. They are:

L ]

Sortation is the process of separating needed
merchandise from items that are not needed.
The unneeded materials are then removed from
the area.

Straightening is arranging tools or items so
that they are easiest to use.

Shining is the cleanup campaign. Lean ware-
houses have excellent housekeeping.
Standardization is the development of systems
and procedures to monitor the consistent appli-
cation of the first three S’s.

Sustaining 1s the maintenance of a stabilized
workplace as a process of continuous
improvement.

Each of these readily can be adapted to most
warehouse operations. They will be reviewed in
Part 1I of this book.

Focus on flow
When Ford developed the moving assembly line,
the labor required to assemble a car was reduced by
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