
© bob emiliani  www.bobemiliani.com

How Did Lean, 
An Anglo-American

Interpretation of TPS and
The Toyota Way, 

Become So Popular?
18 October 2023

1Revision 1, 20 October 2023



© bob emiliani  www.bobemiliani.com

There Were
Better 

Interpretations
19

83

1989
1986

19
87

2



© bob emiliani  www.bobemiliani.com

But Lean Dominated
Why?
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Prestigious Birthplace of Lean

4
See Womack, J., Jones, D., and Roos, D. (1990), The Machine that 
Changed the World, p. 13, for the origin of the name “Lean,”
coined by graduate student John Krafcik ca. 1986
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Researchers
at Top

American
University

Social Status of Leaders

Image Source: https://totalqualitymanagement.wordpress.com/2023/04/29/
the-machine-that-changed-the-world-a-revolution-in-manufacturing/ 5
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Improve
Performance
of Moribund
Businesses

Clear Purpose

Image Source: https://totalqualitymanagement.wordpress.com/2023/04/29/
the-machine-that-changed-the-world-a-revolution-in-manufacturing/ 6
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Improve
Processes

by 
Eliminating

Waste

Persuasive Argument

Image Source: https://totalqualitymanagement.wordpress.com/2023/04/29/
the-machine-that-changed-the-world-a-revolution-in-manufacturing/ 7
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Inspired 
Others

to
Follow

Confidence and Credibility of Leaders*

* Dan’s British accent and Jim’s somber voice were extremely helpful.
Image Source: https://totalqualitymanagement.wordpress.com/2023/04/29/
the-machine-that-changed-the-world-a-revolution-in-manufacturing/ 8
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A Simple Idea
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Compelling Stories
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Undergirded by Truth
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Social Network Repeating the Idea*

Both paid and unpaid. 12
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Many Passionate and Loyal Supporters*

* Both paid and unpaid. 13
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A Fortunate Set of Circumstances
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What Has Been the Effect?
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Widespread Engagement With Lean
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Lean Becomes a Business*

* For profit and not-for-profit. 17



© bob emiliani  www.bobemiliani.com

Lean Becomes a Profession

Lean Manufacturing Leader

Lean Coach

Continuous Improvement Manager

Continuous Improvement Engineer

Senior Lean Engineer

Industrial Lean Engineer

Junior Lean Coach

Continuous Improvement Lead

Lean Group Lead

Lean Expert

Process Improvement Leader

Lean Transformation Leader

Lean Manufacturing Specialist

Continuous Improvement Coach

Performance Improvement Manager

Lean Process Improvement

Lean Instructor

Lean Advisor
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Measurable Improvement

Plan
(Lean Transformation)

Actual
(Lean Tools)

Gap

Improvement
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More Warehouses, Not Just-in-Time 

Source: Google and Toyota 20
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Proliferation of “Fake Lean”

https://bobemiliani.com/back-story-real-vs-fake-lean/ 21
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“No New ‘Toyotas’ Were Created”

“In the fourth generation, lean ideas were applied to 
practically every activity (production, product and process 
development, supplier management, customer support, 

general management) in practically every industry, in 
practically every country, with extraordinary zeal and with 
many dramatic examples of lean leaps to a higher level of 

performance in specific activities. But no new ‘Toyotas’ 
were created, with an entire lean business system, and the 

results of isolated leaps were difficult to sustain.”

“Lean through four generations,” Jim Womack, 12 August 2022
https://www.planet-lean.com/articles/generations-lean-management
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Lean Professionals’ Experiences

Source: "What Do Lean Professionals Have to Say About Their Experiences?," B. Emiliani, 15 October 2022, https://bobemiliani.com/so-you-want-to-be-a-lean-professional/
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Not So Effective at Teaching People To 
“Think For Yourself”

LinkedIn Poll, 7-14 October 2023, 273 Votes 24
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Stuck on Lean Tools

Source: Lean Enterprise Institute 25
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Kaizen Mostly Forgotten

26
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Persistent Gaslighting to
Maintain Popularity of Lean*

* Emphasis on success while minimizing or ignoring 
   struggles and failures, lack of “Respect for People, etc. 27
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Many Ideas Excluded for Improving 
Lean Itself and the Practice of Lean
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Lean Not Relevant to Most CEOs*

* Still deeply committed to classical management. That
  could change depending upon circumstances. 29
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The “Revolution in Consciousness” That 
Is TPS (a.k.a. Lean) Got Extinguished

Quoted words are by Taiichi Ohno, Toyota Production
System, 1988, p. 14-15 30
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Overall, A Failure to Evolve*

* Systems, people, processes, methods, tools, and mindsets. 31
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Where Does Lean Go From Here?

32
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What Improvements Are Needed?

33
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