[Intro Music]

Samantha: 
I'm Samantha Lewis and I'm really excited to bring you something a little closer to home today.  In our latest podcast, Barry Render, author of the number one Operations Management title on the market, published by Pearson, speaks with John Beakes, Senior Director of Continuous Process Improvement for Pearson.
It's especially exciting for me because I've been working with John on a couple process improvement projects in my own work.
Barry and John will be discussing the importance of continuous process improvement and lean.

Barry: 
Thank Samantha.  Appreciate the introduction and thank you so much, John, for joining us today.
It's kind of exciting for me also to deal with someone— I've been publishing books with Pearson for 45 years and it's nice to know that I'm meeting the person who's helping make the processes go a lot more smoothly at Pearson.
So welcome.

John: 
Thank you very much.  Glad to be here.

Barry: 
You've had a great career over 20 years working in lean areas and international quality standards like ISO, process analysis.  Can you tell us a little bit about the industries that you've worked in?

John: 
Sure, definitely.  I've worked a lot in, well, some IT systems and software companies as well as construction, manufacturing, healthcare, uh pretty much I've— government is a big one actually, local, state, and federal in the US.  So it's kind of run the gamut.  I kind of dabbled it in a little bit of everything.
And the one thing I've really learned, and I I’m sure we’ll talk about as we go through, but the principles are universal.  With lean, they work in any industry and they really can make an improvement.  Except you have to kind of customize them for the culture you're working in and with the processes you're working on.

Barry: 
Why is continuous process improvement so important across all these industries?

John: 
Well, I think it's, it's a mindset, a culture shift as much as anything else.  And it's really customer-focused and customer-driven.
But when you really get into these industries, I think it's— you start to see the engagement in people, the hearts and minds of the frontline workers, getting them to identify ways to remove waste from their processes, to make their processes easier, which then in turn, again, makes it better for themselves and their customers… really helps drive change for the organization.
So by engaging people in continuous process improvement and empowering them to do those sorts of things, you're really changing the mindset of an organization, and to drive value to the customer can do huge improvements for any organization.

Barry: 
And it really does tide to the frontline workers, I mean, if they're not involved, then the process is never going to improve, regardless of what top management says.

John: 
100%.  And that's one of the thing— I mean, you just got to mention a little bit of my background.
I mean, I've done stuff in ISO and all sorts of things, and I think they all tied together very nicely, but it's very easy to have documented quality standards that no one’s following, right, on the front line.  And then you’re not, 1.) performing how you think you could perform, or you’re not delivering the quality you could or efficiency or lead times that you could get to.
So you really have to it kind of— 
You know, they always talk about Lean being bottom up and top down and that really is true.
And you really have to get the people on the front lines engaged, believing and seeing the value in it for them and for the work that they're doing.

Barry:
It's interesting you told me when we were chatting earlier that one of your goals is, and I wrote it down, “trying to build an army of lean believers.”  I think that’s a really interesting statement, John.

John:
Yeah.  And I think that goes back to the cultural piece.
You know, my team isn’t huge, right?  So, but we're more of coaches and facilitators and helping to build that army, so to speak, by— And we always say teaching to fish versus, you know, just giving a fish, right.
So we're really diving into a whole bunch of training and development and that's the thing is… we want to build an army of believers and problem solvers, right?
I know we want to talk about some of the goals that Pearson, so I’m kind of jumping ahead, but uh, I really wanna work with Pearson to help them get that: Everyone's looking at their jobs every day to say How did I do my job?  But also how I do it better, right?
Just asking why and getting some of those Lean concepts: the five why's, other problem solving techniques, embedded throughout the organization is… That's how you can make, you know, 1% better every day by everybody, when you have that, as many people as Pearson does, that's a big impact every single day.

Barry:
I know you've created a new certificate program there.  It's on Lean essentials.
How does this lead to new projects?  How's it working?

John:
It's going really well.  We have…. It's… Essentials is one of the pieces we have, like an online introduction to Lean that, working with some leaderships in some of the divisions of Pearson, we have actually created an assignment that people will take that.  And that that gets them started on the Lean journey of learning.
So they go to Essentials and that, then they have ca class that's instructor-led and learn the basics of Lean and actually do some things in the class as well as do a project afterwards.  And they can gain a certificate in that and a Credly badge.
There's even beyond that there's other levels of training where they go out and do an A3, which is a problem solving tool that is used in Lean, to really help drive changes.  So they are actually taking what they've learned in the classroom and then applying it directly to their work.
And they take one of these improvements and are reporting out to leadership as part of the class.



Barry: 
You've been at Pearson about five years, but for 15 years prior to that, you have worked in a lot of other industries.
So maybe tell us about one of the projects where you've had great success in healthcare, military, whatever one you wanna give us an example of, John.

John:
Yeah, certainly.  Well, one of the ones from earlier in my career was working with carbon fiber parts for automobiles and for armor.  For Humvees.  It was a great project.  Essentially, this was during some of the conflict in in the Middle East, and they weren't getting enough armor parts to put on these the Humvees.
So there was a real reason to accelerate and go in and work with the teams, again, on the frontline to drive these changes.  And we were able to see you know, using Lean techniques, how to how to increase quality, how to get quicker turnarounds, taking waste out of the process where, you know, helping them 5S their areas, or get material handlers in place to deliver materials at the right time and the right quality so they could continue making these parts.  And they were able to—They had a 600% increase in capacity.  So that was huge.
On one shift it was about 200%, so they added a few more shifts to become a 24/7 operation.
But again, as I think I've said, is these principles, they work.  And getting those ideas, you know… I was no expert in carbon fiber, but the people were.  And working with them to see how these tools and techniques could be used in those processes and with autoclaves and all different types of cutting and different parts and mold and… It was just phenomenal to see all the different levels of it.  And something as simple as one of our, I still remember, she worked on the last process, before it went into the autoclave and she goes, ”You know, there's, I've, I've never seen what they do after the autoclave and just by going and watching that process, there's so many things I do that make their life more challenging.”
Right?  So by, again, looking at it from a value stream perspective and getting those, all the people who are adding value at different parts of the process to look at it holistically together, they ought to make huge improvements just by saying, “Well, I'm gonna stop doing that cause it's not helping you.”
Right?  As well as doing, you know, supermarkets and kanbans and all sorts of other Lean tools and techniques.  But just the human factor of getting people engaged was, was life changing for them and for their customer.

Barry: 
That's a great example and I like the observations you added at the end.  
But, you know, you must have faced a lot of frustrations.  You've been leading continuous improvement projects and Lean projects for a long time.  What's the hardest part about your job?

John: 
The cultural shift always takes a lot longer than you'd hope sometimes.  We try to win one heart and soul at a time.  Because if they buy in and really believe this and grab it and wanna do this, you know, every day in their facet of work, but also in their life.
And that doesn't necessarily multiply as fast as sometimes you would need it to, or want it to.  Right?  So that just it adds more time to really making the kind of improvement that you as a lean thinker know are there.
It can be a little frustrating that you can't go as fast as you would want because of, you know, building that culture, which again… Everyone knows it takes the time and it’s the hardest part.
It’s just… I'd always like to go a little faster.

Barry: 
Absolutely. Absolutely.
And that's great insights you shared with us today.  Really appreciated hearing all about your work at Pearson and your career.  You've had a wonderful career, John.  I'm so grateful and I want to thank you very much for joining us today on this podcast.

John:
Thank you very much.  This has been great.  I’m a huge Lean believer.
I know that your textbook highlights that and really drives those points home, so hoping that this can help spread that message even further.

[Outro Music]  
