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       Chatou, December 19, 2004 
 
 

LEAN PRODUCTION = JUST-IN-TIME BUT BETTER 
 
 

 Recently a comedy entitled « Me, but Better » with Martin Lamotte and Grace de Capitani, had 
great success at the Michodière Theater in Paris. The plot involves a researcher who finds a magic 
formula which eliminates the physical and psychological defects of people. Bald men grow thick, wavy 
hair; shy people become extraverted machos.  
 
 The metamorphosis of Just-in-Time/Total Quality Control into its new form called « Lean 
Production » to accelerate product and information flows, is almost as dramatic.  
 
 A common error is to think that the opposite of Lean is “fat”. Not in this context, because the 
term Lean comes from automobile racing. For a motor which burns a minimum of fuel, you say, “The 
motor runs lean.” The opposite of Lean is a motor burning too much fuel without making the car go 
faster. You say, “The motor runs rich,” and it just wastes fuel.  
 

 
 

A major advantage of Lean with respect to its predecessor is its customer focus. The first step 
of Lean is extraverted: obtain the Voice of the Customer, whereas Just-in-Time was introverted, 
focusing mainly on the production process itself. 

INNOVATION INDUSTRIELLE ET SUPPLY CHAIN
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The second step of Lean is new too with respect to Just-in-Time. It calls for mapping the current value 
stream using a small set of standard icons, and then mapping an improved value stream, starting once 
again from the client to be served (see our Technical Newsletter No. 21).  
 
 Steps 3 and 4 of Lean are our old friends Just-in-Time and Total Quality Control, still at the 
heart of flow acceleration. Step 5 of Lean was previously called “one-less-at-a-time”.  
 
 But Lean goes way beyond the pull production of Just-in-Time, because the improved value 
stream includes 4 new management intervals: (1) takt time (for demand), (2) cycle time (for production), 
(3) EPE I (Every Part Every Interval, which replaces the traditional economic lot size—see our Technical 
Letter No. 22), and (4) pitch (to stabilize physical flow management). 
 
 What do these differences between Lean and JIT mean in practice? One company which had 
reduced its production lead times by 50% thanks to Just-in-Time mapped its value stream in a Lean 
project, out to the final customer. The company was embarrassed to discover that variability and non-
Quality in transportation meant that its customers received the merchandise between 8 and 12 days 
after its accelerated production delivery! Its current objective is to take the waste out of the downstream 
supply chain, between production and the customer. 
 
 Another company rearranged its factory by doing multiple Kaizen activities and by creating 19 
cells. The only problem: the client was nowhere in sight in this makeover. A Lean value stream map, 
which includes information flow as well as physical flow, revealed a demand flow completely divorced 
from the physical flow.  
 
 Sticking with the older generation of the acceleration technology, which started with the Toyota 
Production System and then evolved into Just-in-Time/Total Quality Control to become Lean Production 
today, offers a competitive advantage …to the competition! With respect to Just-in-Time, Lean is more 
than just a name change. 

      


