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Lean, Process Redesign and BPM
  Process Redesign 

Before we consider Lean and BPM, let’s start by focusing more narrowly on the 
role of Lean in process redesign. When we consider a process and think about 
how we could improve it, we normally start with a process model and consider 
at least five things. 

1.  What are the activities and the workflow that constitute the process? Are 
they necessary and appropriate?

2.  What are the outputs of the process? How does the process interact with 
the customer? Does it deliver the value the customer wants? Is the 
customer satisfied?

3.  How is the process managed? Are employees performing in accordance 
with established measures? Is the manager managing the process at 
optimal efficiency and effectiveness? 

4.  What are the relationships between the process and its suppliers? Is the 
specific process part of a larger supply chain and is that larger supply 
chain process functioning efficiently?

5.  What are the relationships between the process and its support 
resources? Are the correct software applications in place and are they 
maintained and available as needed? Are the required employees 
available to support the process and are they properly trained? Are the 
necessary facilities, equipment and services available to support the 
process?

These areas of consideration are depicted below in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Functional areas that must be considered in a comprehensive 
process redesign effort. 

Lean and Process Redesign 

Lean is an American term created to define the application of some techniques 
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derived from a study of the Toyota Production System (TPS)[1]. The TPS is a 
fully integrated management system used in Toyota’s manufacturing 
operations and everyone in the Toyota organization is engaged in implementing 
TPS. Those who speak of Lean, however, are usually referring to a sub-set of 
the techniques used in TPS. When most people speak of Lean, they are 
referring to a set of techniques that are used to analyze activities and 
workflows within a process.[2] In essence, each activity is examined to identify 
and eliminate those wasteful activities that are not adding value. In addition, 
some activities may be combined or rearranged to make the flow more 
efficient. Increasingly, Lean practitioners are also creating value stream models 
that represent the flow of activities from the customer’s order to delivery. 
These models are rather specialized and are are primarily focused on the 
activities and workflows within a process. They are most useful in 
manufacturing environments with inventory considerations. The Lean approach 
is valuable but, using the common definition of Lean, the techniques help with 
only one of the five areas that a comprehensive redesign effort considers. 

The Lean approach is valuable but, using the common definition of Lean, the 
techniques only help with one of the five areas that a comprehensive redesign 
effort considers. 

Some Lean advocates, especially those associated with the Lean Enterprise 
Institute, have tried to introduce other TPS concepts. Womack and Jones, for 
example, have tried to show how to apply Lean to the analysis of the customer 
experience [3] and John Shook and Pascal Dennis have suggested some of the 
things that a Lean manager might do to better control the process being 
managed [4]. Ultimately, however, Lean focuses on monitoring and improving 
process activities and workflows and not on how to structure or manage 
employee performance. To date, few people in the Lean community have been 
interested in following up on Womack’s suggestions regarding how to do a Lean 
customer analysis. 

In other words, Lean does not address large scale process designs that extend 
beyond the organization to encompass supply chains, nor does it address 
software automation or the provisioning of supporting human resources. Some 
have tried to extend Lean into management and customer concerns, but only in 
a limited way. For most Lean practitioners, Lean involves creating a Value 
Stream model and focusing on the elimination of wasteful activities. As we 
have already suggested, this is important and should be part of any process 
redesign practitioner’s tool kit, but it is only a part of what any comprehensive 
process analysis and redesign effort requires. 

Lean and BPM 

Business Process Management (BPM) encompasses a much broader set of 
concerns than process redesign. Most BPM programs seek to align process 
efforts vertically and horizontally across the entire organization. They focus on 
the entire process architecture of the company, considering how various large 
scale processes support each other, how process performance throughout the 
organization is measured, and how processes are managed. Many BPM 
programs have established a BPM Center of Excellence to coordinate the 
organization’s various process initiatives, a BPM Governance system to manage 
the overall process performance across the organization and a few have 
appointed a Chief Process Officer responsible for the overall management of 
the organization’s process concerns. 

Obviously, Toyota is a very process-focused company and manages processes 
throughout the company. But, as we have already suggested, in the US, Lean 
does not refer to an organization-wide process management approach, but 
refers, instead, to a limited set of process redesign techniques. 

None of this is to disparage Lean – but it is important to understand where and 
when to apply Lean techniques and to understand the limitations of Lean in 
order to avoid expecting results that Lean is not designed to deliver. 

Til next time, 
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