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IS AN EMPTY SUPERMARKET GOOD OR BAD? 

 
 The arrival of Lean Production, in particular the (positive) impact of Value Stream Mapping, has 
pushed Kanban into the background. Today Kanban is seen mainly as a card or container system to 
replenish an inventory called a “supermarket”, which decouples two production stages which do not run 
at the same rate.  
 
 This perception is fundamentally flawed. Kanban still retains its place at the heart of Lean, as 
Step No. 3. Its objective is to tighten flows to reveal non-Quality problems, thus providing input to Step 
No. 4 of Lean: minimizing process variability:  
 

THE FIVE STEPS OF LEAN 

1. 1. ListenListen to to 
the Voice of the Voice of 

the Customerthe Customer

3. Flow / pull 3. Flow / pull 
production production 

((withwith KanbanKanban))

2. 2. MapMap the the 
value value streamstream

4. 4. MinimizeMinimize
variabilityvariability in the in the 

processprocess
5. 5. PerfectPerfect

 
 
 The term “supermarket” is the problem: it’s “the location where a predetermined standard 
inventory is kept to supply downstream processes” (Lean Lexicon, www.lean.org). Supermarket implies 
plenitude, availability, comfort. This is the opposite of Lean thinking, which implies a limited amount, 
customer call-offs, and tightening flows.  
 
 A Kanban stock—a supermarket—is good not because of the availability of parts but because it 
reveals the inventory required to cover non-Quality problems hidden in the process. So a 
“predetermined level of inventory” is not either standard or good: it’s a level to be reduced, by removing 

INDUSTRIAL INNOVATION AND SUPPLY CHAIN   
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regularly a Kanban card or container or square, which will tighten flows and reveal to everyone the next 
non-Quality problem to be solved.  
 

 
 
So the “standard” inventory level for Lean is “one less at a time”, a 
phrase coined by Bill Sandras of Productivity Centers International 
(http://pciconsulting.home.att.net). He also explains the two types of 
Kanban—Brand-Name for repetitive products, Generic for non-
repetitive products.  
 
 
 

 Much more than a two-bin replenishment system, Kanban gives us the power to introduce 
change into our company culture. If you’re fast to react to change, you can take out a Kanban each 
wheel. If your culture reacts more slowly, you can take out a Kanban and reduce your inventory 
protective blanket every two weeks or once a month.  
 
 So a supermarket—or a Kanban stock—is good, because it shows how much waste is hidden in 
the process. But it’s bad because it’s inventory! Being able to deliver on time without any Kanban 
inventory is the best, because it means we have minimized process variability and solved non-Quality 
problems.  
 
 To help understand and use the brilliant Lean technology, we have written about 40% of our 
Technical Newsletters on its different facets. The list may be found below. If you would like to obtain 
some or all of them, let us know by e-mail and we’ll send you the link for downloading.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


