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Steelcase: Learning How to 
Implement Customer-Focused, 
Enterprise-Wide Lean 
Building momentum and involvement as lean exknds to office areas. 

Lea A.P. Tonkin 

What happens when "lean" meets 
the administrative side of an organ- 
ization that's already achieved dra- 
matic improvements in production 
operations? Can processes for 
order entry, distribution tracking, 
and other elements be mapped, 
brainstormed, and then stream- 
lined or otherwise improved a s  
effectively a s  on the plant floor? A s  
Steelcase, Grand Rapids, MI 
employees recently shared during 
an AME workshop, the answer is a 
resounding, "Yes!" Participants in 
the "Steelcase University" program 
learned how lean concepts are 
being used to develop flow cells, 
standardized work, kaizen 
(improvement) activities scaled to 
office processes, sequenced pull 
signals, visual management, and 
other reflections of this philosophy. 
Customer-focused improvements 
encompass cost, speed, and pro- 
ductivity gains, depending on the 
process. 

Senior Leadership Support 

Right from the start, enterprise- 
wide lean demands support through- 
out the company, starting with sen- 
ior leadership. "We are crossing all 
sorts of functional and structural 
boundaries in this effort," said Nancy 
Hickey, senior vice president, chief 
administrative officer, and executive 
sponsor of the company's office lean 
initiative. "You have to have leaders 
at the top aligned in a cohesive point 
of view. That has been really helpful 
in our transition." For example, 
Hickey and three of the other top 

executives reporting to the CEO are 
the senior executive steering team 
(the lean action committee, or LAC). 
Their involvement in everything 
from selection of office lean consult- 
ants to monthly meetings with lean 
project teams and gemba (being 
where the action is) walks with the 
lean consultants reflect a consistent 
focus. "We need to show that we are 
clearly serious about enterprise- 
wide lean, by not canceling our 
meetings and by staying on our 
schedules, and keeping other com- 
mitments," Hickey said. "It's not just 
another 'program du jour."' 

In Brief 

As Steelcase employees extend customer-focused le& concepts beyond 
production into office and administrative areas, their initial efforts yield gains 
in cycle time reduction, cost, and productivity. Yet they recognize the need for 
long-term commitment to this reorganization, including support from senior 
management. Energy and interest are building as the lean efforts continue. 
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