
20       N E W  H A M P S H I R E  T O W N  A N D  C I T Y www.nhmunicipal.org

LEAN from page 19

when they first opened to ensure that 
owners were aware of safe food han-
dling practices. Proactively address-
ing food safety with new restaurant 
owners allowed inspectors to ingrain 
essential practices in the restaurants’ 
culture from the beginning. The incre-
mental cost of the training was more 
than offset by discontinuing “routine” 
inspections that were unrelated to the 
actual risk posed to the public by the 
establishment being inspected.

Lean authors and researchers estimate 
that in a typical American firm, only 
2 to 10 percent of workers’ time is 
spent on activities that add value for 
the customer. The implication is that 
an overwhelming proportion of time 
is spent on activities that don’t add 
value, or waste. The concept of waste 
is core to Lean, which aims to discover 
root causes of waste and eliminate or 
minimize them. In fact, Lean catego-
rizes eight types of waste, helping em-
ployees more easily recognize it. The 
eight forms of waste are:

• Defects. When incorrect work is 
sent to the next step in the pro-
cess or to a customer.

• Over-Processing/Inspection 
and Checking. Over-processing 
is putting more work into a prod-
uct or service than is necessary 
to meet customer requirements. 
Inspection and checking is a par-
ticularly prevalent form of this 
waste, especially in government.

• Waiting. Idle time created when 
employees (or customers) wait for 
information, physical items, and 
so on. Wait time equals downtime.

• Inventory/Backlog. The sum of 
all tasks waiting to be processed; 
also includes physical inventory.

• Transport. Transporting any-
thing that does not directly add 
value to a final product or service 
is a form of waste.

• Motion. Excess motion in com-
pleting a task causes waste.

• Over-Production. This results 
when a product or service is pro-
vided in greater amounts than 
necessary or has more features 
than are necessary.

• Underutilizing People’s Abili-
ties. The most insidious form 
of waste is failing to make use 
of employees’ full talents, skills, 
and knowledge.

Lean does not suppose that waste can 
ever be completely eliminated, but 
encourages an organization to con-
tinually strive to minimize waste in 
all areas. In fact, Lean researchers and 
authors estimate that even the most 
efficient transactional process will 
add 25 to 50 percent value for the 
customer, at most. 

Why Lean?
Why should governments pursue 
Lean over other quality enhancement 
techniques? The GFOA has found a 
number of advantages to Lean prac-
tices that have the potential to be 
very powerful if properly adopted by 
governments. Below is a review of the 
most important benefits.

Lean Creates Real, Tangible Ben-
efits. Waste leads to slower work. 
Slower business processes often cost 

EXHIBIT 1: MASS PRODUCTION VERSUS LEAN

Mass Production Lean
Batch Processing. Work is processed in large batches 
before moving on to the next step. 

Continuous Flow. Work moves continuously along the 
process with minimal or no interruptions; time spent in 
inventory or waiting is minimized.

Push. Work is produced regardless of the demand for the 
product from the next step in the process.

Pull. Work is produced only upon a signal that the work  
is needed.

Reactive to Change. Change in work only happens when 
management requires it.

Adaptive to Change. Change often happens as a result of 
worker initiative.

Control. Management’s job is to make sure workers stay  
on task.

Enable. Management’s job is to make sure standards are 
clear and impediments to good work are removed.

Functional. Work is compartmentalized into departments 
and divisions.

Process. The business process is the primary unit of analysis. 
Departments are secondary.

Fix Problems. Problems must be fixed as quickly as possible 
so that work can move down the line.

Learn from Problems. Problems must be solved in a way 
that prevents recurrence.

Manage from Data. Use data to understand how work is 
proceeding and to make decisions.

Use Data, but Rely on Observation and Experience. Data 
are important in finding anomalies and monitoring progress, 
but first-hand observation and experience in the work  
is indispensable.


