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HANGE CAN BE INTIMIDATING. The
uncertainty and risk inherent in its very
nature can lead to a natural resistance
from those involved. Yet change doesn’t
have to be overwhelming. When imple-
mented carefully and deliberately, it can
be a powerful source of motivation and
stimulation.

Different types of change often result
in different outcomes. Episodic and infre-
quent change may cause resistance and
fear within an organization. Continuous
and frequent change, however, has the
potential to create an environment of

innovation and learning. In effect, fre-
— quent change initiatives can form a stable

foundation for success. That’s the story of
FastCap, LLC, a manufacturing and prod-
uct development company located in
Ferndale, Wash.

FastCap is an exemplar of the continuous change model. Spurred
by the leadership of Paul Akers, company founder and CEO, FastCap
has become an innovative proponent of continuous change and
improvement—not only in its own operations but in teaching others
the benefits and methods of creating a culture of change. By following
FastCap’s model, any organization can begin to create a safe environment
for change and innovation.

By AUDREY TAYLOR AND AMY PUCKETT
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Founder and CEQ
Paul Akers has built a
company culture that
embraces change and
continuous improvement
by using Lean concepts.
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FASTCAP HISTORY

In 1997, Akers was building some cabinets when he had an
idea for a self-adhesive screw cap cover. He turned that idea
into the FastCap and began to market the creation at an
international woodworking fair. Orders rolled in. Akers
developed more products and established his company,
running operations out of his home.

As his business grew, Akers fought to manage his inven-
tory and processes effectively. When it was suggested that
he hire consultants to teach him about the Toyota Produc-
tion System (TPS) and Lean, Akers jumped at the chance.
After taking the risk to implement these new processes and
ideas, he made it his mission to manufacture products and
run the company based on Lean concepts.

Today, FastCap is a source of inspiration and information
for many other organizations interested in Lean. Leaders
from companies in industries such as healthcare, education,
and manufacturing visit FastCap to learn the concepts of a
Lean system. Akers offers consulting advice to others seek-
ing to create environments of change. He produces hun-
dreds of informative videos available to the public at
Fastcap.com and has published a book titled 2-Second Lean:
How to Grow People and Build a Lean Culture.

LEAN THINKING AT FASTCAP

The underlying theme of Akers’'s model for change is sim-
plicity. Successful implementation requires an organiza-
tional culture that nurtures and rewards constant
innovation, and employees must feel safe and encouraged
to enact change. Several key principles drive the change
philosophy at FastCap to create that environment.

Eliminate Waste
Continuous improvement at FastCap is more a mind-set
than a process. FastCap employees are taught to always be

Basic Lean

concepts such as Early ]8808
efficiency, waste

reduction, and stan- |
dardization have been

Eli Whitney popularizes
the concept of
interchangeable parts.

around for ages, but it
was in automobile
manufacturing where
the ideas coalesced
into what we now know
as Lean.
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on the lookout for creating change through eliminating
waste. By learning to identify waste, employees can then
visualize how simply eliminating that waste leads to
improvement.

To reinforce the mind-set of continuous improvement,
every employee at FastCap, including Akers, begins the day
making what Akers calls a “2-second improvement.” Put
simply, a 2-second improvement is any change in a process
that makes the work safer, faster, and/or higher quality. The
improvements reduce movement and frequently improve
the clarity of communication.

Focusing on small yet meaningful changes makes the
idea of change less intimidating. Setting the standard at an
easily attainable level enables employees to experience suc-
cess and reduces resistance. Employees are empowered
because the greatest ideas often come from those who
know the processes best and will be most affected by the
changes. And as the creators of the change, they are far
more likely to embrace it.

Standard Work

- Standard work is a set of simple process steps that have been

refined to eliminate or reduce nonvalue-added activities
(waste) and that are employed by all within an organization.
The concept of standard work could apply to processes as
varied as how forms should be completed and processed, the
format of an e-mail, or the assembly of a widget.

At FastCap, there are simple eight-step instructions for
standard processes with pictures and descriptions of all
steps (see Figure 1 for an example). With consistent
processes, it’s easy for a new employee to follow the docu-
mented steps, identify problems, and avoid mistakes.
There’s little variation between the work outputs regardless
of the individuals performing a particular task. This leads to
increased quality and uniformity.

THE BEGINNING OF LEAN
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Frank and Lillian Gilbreth Frederick Taylor publishes
conduct their first motion The Principles of Scientific
studies, striving to make Management, which discusses
manual processes more his investigations into
efficient. workplace efficiencies.
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Figure 1:

ASTANDARD EIGHT-S

EP PROCESS

Fold these
sides first

BOX

*  Choose the correct size box
for the SB

¢ Distribute # of SB evenly
(ex: for 7 SB: 3 and 4, not 5
and 2)

* Use 1 centered or 1 on each

STAPLE

side if there is a larger space

BOXING SPEED BRACES

IF IN QUANTITIES OTHER THAN 10s. (10, 20, 30, etc.)

ELF HAT/ZIP TIE

¢ Same size SB: end cap

*  Multiple size SB: zip tie
through holes in corners, trim
ends with pliers

FOAM

¢ Insert foam corners and
center squares

¢ Use 2 centers if using 21x24
or 21x28 box

STRAP

Set tension to 4

Line up end of box with first
roller

Repeat on both sides

TAPE

¢ Set tape length to longest
side of box

*  Place between and
underneath straps

LABEL

*  Choose correct SB size and
color label

¢ Cover up old label on BOTH
sides if reusing box

¢ CHECKALL UPCs!!

QUANTITY

Use black marker to write SB
quantity

Use 2 labels if multiple sizes

1913
.

Henry Ford's assembly line
begins operation. The first
Model T rolls off the line on

December 1.

19|45

Kiichiro Toyoda, Taiichi
Ohno, Shigeo Shingo, and
others develop the Toyota
Production System and refine it
throughout the subsequent
decades, introducing concepts
such as Just-in-Time, nonstock
production, poka-yoke (error
proofing), and zero proofing,

19:10

Toyota becomes the world's
leader in car production.
Its success spawns many

imitators as Western
companies attempt to
incorporate Toyota's practices
into their own
production work.

lﬂlﬂl]

James P. Womack, Daniel
Roos, and Daniel T. Jones
write The Machine that
Changed the World in which
they coin the term “Lean.”
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Respect for People
Respect for the individual is at the
core of all successful change. To
maintain a culture of continuous
improvement, everyone involved
must be (and feel) respected.
Employees must respect their man-
agers and peers. Businesses must
respect their customers and suppli-
ers. Most important, managers must
respect employees.

Employee buy-in is essential. A
Those at the lowest levels of an
organization are usually the ones
being asked to carry out change on a
daily basis. The employees who are
asked to implement a particular
change need to feel respected by
those issuing the request or instruc-
tions. Otherwise, even if the
employees agree with the need for
it, the change won’t be sustainable.

For change to happen continu-
ously, those implementing it must
feel passionate. Passion comes from
feeling personally invested. People
are personally invested when they feel respected and when
their own ideas are the basis for change.

LEAN PRACTICES AT FASTCAP

Akers has implemented a number of practices and feedback
loops at FastCap to ensure that the business continues to
run according to his model of change and improvement.

3-S: Sweep, Sort, and Standardize
The first two hours of every day are set aside for nonproduc-
tion activities. The first hour involves improving and clean-
ing the facility. During this time, all employees sweep, Sort,
and standardize (3-S) their work areas. Most 2-second
improvements are made during the 3-8 time. Sweeping, Or
cleaning, the facility is where employees learn to always
leave an area better than they found it. Sorting allows
employees to organize all value-adding tools and helps them
understand that waste also can be organized. Sorting waste
isr’t the goal. By exposing where waste exists, employees
find it easier to reduce that waste. Standardizing gives
employees time to create standard eight-step processes.
The rationale behind taking this first hour of the day to
3-8 is that it saves much more than an hour of time
throughout the day because of the development of more
efficient processes and cleaner work areas. The focus dur-
ing production time can then remain solely on production.
Akers states that the return for this time investment is
worth the estimated opportunity cost of the time.
FastCap’s order cycle time is an example of the kind of
improvement brought about from mozre efficient work. The
time it used to take between receiving an order via fax and
having the completed order on the truck ready to be
shipped was inconsistent and often days behind schedule.
Since the implementation of Lean, the cycle time for the
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tour of FastCa
begins with visitors
helping Akers
clean the factory
bathrooms.

majority of orders has been cut to
just two hours.

Employees don’t view the
improvements made each day at
FastCap as a requirement but rather
as an opportunity to make their
workplace better as they see fit.
Ninety percent of employee-
initiated improvements don’t require
permission from superiors. Instead,
employees follow a set of guidelines
to determine whether an improve-
ment is worth pursuing. The guide-
lines prompt employees 10 ask: Will
this improvement make my Work-
place, the end product, or this task:
1. Safer?

9. Of higher quality?
3. Faster?
4, Simpler?

If the answer is yes to any of
these questions‘and the improve-
ment doesn’t negatively impact any
of the others—then it’s worth pursu-
ing. With these guidelines, employ-
ees have the autonomy to make
changes to their workplace. This autonomy represents trust
and respect between managers and employees.

Allowing employees the independence to make deci-
sions on how to change their workplace fosters a sense of
positivity regarding change. Braced with the knowledge and
training on how o handle and even implement change,
FastCap employees become the backbone of the company
as process modifications occur. Under this model, employ- |
ces aren’t afraid to speak up about any resistance to organi-
zational change because they feel respected and kKnow that
their opinions are valued.

The Morning Meeting

The second hour of each morning is the time everyone gath-
ers for a company-wide meeting. This meeting is pivotal to
the success of the company; its operations, employee morale,
development of culture, and the management of change.

Table 1 presents the general format of the meeting.
While the format stays the same, a different employee lead:
the meeting each day. This gives all employees an opportu-
nity to serveina leadership position and gain confidence.
In addition, by “passing the leadership baton,” employees
must internalize the concepts of managing FastCap suc-
cessfully. Teaching is a reinforcing mechanism for the
teacher.

The morning meeting also breaks down the traditional
wall between managers and employees, allowing for the
free flow of information. The open communication feed-
back loops it creates, along with the general culture and
attitude of improvement, demonstrate to employees that
mistakes mean there’s room for improvement—and
improvement is the goal.

Using the feedback loop of the morning meeting wher
improvements are discussed, Akers has created a system
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Table T:

FASTCAP'S MORNING MEETING

PREPARATION

The meeting leader is allowed to prepare the content for the day’s meeting and assemble any materials and products
needed for discussion.

GREETING

The greeting is meant to set the tone for the meeting and be enthusiastic. After the greeting, the leader announces the
next day’s meeting leader.

SALES NUMBERS

Sales from the previous day are announced each morning. This promotes transparency and gives employees a gauge of
how business is doing.

MISTAKES AND DISCUSSION

Mistakes that were discovered the previous day are pointed out and discussed in each meeting. The goal is to have no
mistakes. Yet any mistakes are seen as learning opportunities rather than blame or punishment. The individual who made
the mistake is given the opportunity to explain what went wrong. Managers ask follow-up questions to determine the root
cause of the problem and how it can be fixed, while employees offer suggestions to improve standard processes that
could prevent the same mistake from occurring in the future. Although no employee particularly enjoys discussing his or
her mistakes, there is no castigation, and the atmosphere remains positive. The discussion of mistakes emphasizes the
need for standardized processes and shows why deviations from those processes might occur.

RAVING FANS

FastCap often receives letters, e-mails, or video messages from customers or those learning the concepts of Lean.
These communications are shared in the mesting to congratulate employees for their hard work and to reinforce the
idea that there are people throughout the company deserving of respect.

PRODUCT REVIEW

The features, price, and application of one of FastCap's hundreds of products are discussed each day. Through this,
employees gain knowledge about what the company offers. They also have input on the creation of new products.

IMPROVEMENTS

Every employee makes a 2-second improvement each day. During the meeting, five employees are called on at random to
share their improvements. This allows employees to take pride in their improvements by sharing them with the rest of the
team. It keeps them accountable and also informs the rest of the company of any changes that have been made to the
workplace or processes. Sharing daily improvements fosters FastCap's culture of continuous improvement and waste
reduction.

EIGHT WASTES

One employee is called on to recite the eight wastes aloud and to give any recent examples they may want to share. By
discussing the eight wastes on a daily basis, the commitment to developing a mind-set to identify and eliminate waste is
reinforced.

PRINCIPLES

Another employee is called on to explain one of FastCap's 20 principles. These principles were created and are discussed
in order to reinforce the culture, work ethic, and Lean lessons taught and practiced at FastCap.

HISTORY AND ENRICHMENT

A significant portion of the morning meeting is dedicated to growing employees’ knowledge of historical events and
people that helped shape the history of the United States. A portion of a documentary or educational film is often played
and then discussed each day. As an alternative, a few pages from a book can be read and discussed in the same manner.
Examples of books that FastCap uses for enrichment are Good to Great by Jim Collins and The Toyota Way by Jeffrey Liker.
This study communicates the company's value for the overall well-being and development of employees beyond their
work skills.

U.S. CONSTITUTION

One amendment to the United States Constitution is discussed each day. The purpose of discussing the Constitution,
along with history and enrichment, is to grow employees’ knowledge of their rights as citizens and discuss the
application of these amendments to their work and home lives.

STRETCHING

The objective of stretching each morning is to get employees’ bodies moving and energized and ready for the day. This
activity also fosters a community atmosphere.

where he can monitor progress and simultaneously give
employees significant freedom.

No Offices

employees and shows Akers’s humility. Employees don’t
feel as if they are less than those who have an office, and
managers don’t lose sight of employee operations. This
translates to increased levels of respect between each man-

To help foster the ideas of equality and respect, there are no
offices at FastCap. Even Akers doesn’t have an office of his
own. All desks are standing desks built from materials at
the warehouse. They all have wheels and, most important,
are located on the factory floor. This setup also allows for
transparency, accessibility, and increased communication.
Daily interaction and easy accessibility to management
means an open-door policy—or, since there aren’t any
offices, a no-doors policy! Having the CEO of the company
down on the floor where everyone else works comforts

ager and employee.

Hiring Practices
To maintain the culture at FastCap, Akers is selective about
the people he brings into the company. When hiring new
employees, he looks for people with a mix of gratitude,
humility, and a positive attitude.

Before being hired, a candidate is required to work a trial
day so that he or she and Akers can determine if it will be a
good fit. Akers doesn’t tolerate employees who threaten the |

May 2015 / STRATEGIC FINANCE / 35 ‘




METRICS AND IMPACT ON EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOR

work areas

PROCEDURE METRIC GOALS IMPACT ON BEHAVIOR
MORNING Mistakes 1, Identify problems with processes 1. Learn to accept accountability for mistakes
MEETING 2. Strive for zero mistakes 2. Learn the importance of standard work
3. Strive to follow standard processes and not cut corners
2-Second Improvements 1. Allow employees autonomy 1. Know their ideas are valuable
2. Continuously improve the company 2. Take pride in their work because they know they have
personally impacted it
3. Train employees to see waste
Days Caught Up in 1. Never get behind on picking, packing, 1. Embrace the challenge to see how many days
Each Department shipping, production, or engineering in a row can be accumulated without getting behind
VISUAL Skills Board 1. Cross-train employees 1. Strive to learn new skills and be recognized for doing so
CUES 2. Remain flexible and reduce cycle time
Kanban Cards 1. Minimize inventory levels 1. Understand the value of a pull system
2. Ensure no stockouts 2. Make sure that inventory is reordered on time
3. Ensure no downtime from lack of raw materials
Eight-Step Processes 1. Outline standard work processes 1. Learn the importance of standard work
2. Maintain quality and uniformity 2. Recognize unnecessary steps and remove them
3, Can be sure a process is being completed correctly
3-S Sweep 1. Maintain a spotless facility 1. Learn the importance of leaving any work area better
than you found it, and maintain a spotless work space
2. Learn that a dirty work area can cover up waste
Sort 1. Maintain an organized facility 1. Learn how to properly organize value-adding items
2. Reduce time looking for needed items 2. Understand that even waste can be organized
Standardize 1. Maintain standardized processes and 1. Learn the importance of standardized processes and

work areas

2. Practice standardization every single day

success of the FastCap culture. The somewhat harsh but
effective underlying hiring motto at FastCap emphasizes the
importance of employing the right people who are willing
to learn and improve: “We will change the people, or we will
change the people.”

Measuring Success

Measuring progress and evaluating efforts of innovation and
change is difficult. The goal of implementing any improve-
ment is to create financial benefit, but the initial measures
may not immediately reflect the desired positive financial
results. So how do you measure and reward a mind-set
when quantifiable evidence that defines an improvement
may not exist?

Metrics must be used to monitor movement toward the
established goal. Frequently, these are subjective in nature.
In Levers of Control, Robert Simons says, “Rewards are sub-
jective when superiors make personal judgments based on
both fact and intuition as to the appropriate level of reward
for participants. Subjective rewards allow managers to rec-
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ognize innovative behavior that is difficult, if not impossible
to measure.” When innovative behavior and creative think-
ing are the goals, such as at FastCap, rewarding contribution
rather than results stimulates organizational learning (see
Table 2).

When employees understand that their efforts—and not
just outcomes—are valued, it reduces the fear of failure that is
inherent in implementing new ideas. Akers is constantly
complimenting employees on their innovations and im-
provements, even when those efforts aren’'t successful right
away. Over time, employees who are given this freedom to
fail on the route to improvement become more successful.

Sharing the Story

Shortly after implementing Lean at FastCap, Akers began
to distribute resources for others interested in Lean. He
also opened up the FastCap facility for tours. In addition to
helping others by sharing the lessons learned at the com-
pany, the openness and accessibility help the employees
as well.
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By opening the doors to visitors,
practices at FastCap are constantly
monitored by new eyes and kept in
check. Giving tours reinforces to
employees that their work and

Figure 2:

FASTCAP'S MODEL FOR
CONTINUOUS CHANGE

improvements are valuable and worth
sharing and inspires them to look for
more improvements. In addition, the
tours link each employee to others
around the world. The employee isn’t
only changing FastCap processes. He
or she is impacting companies across
the United States and Europe. Kory
Harding, a FastCap employee,
describes the impact it has on his
work: “The tours bring a sense of
pride to the work we do, especially
when the head management of a large
international company is there to see

OPEN TO CHANGE

- MIND-SET OF PAUL/EMPLOYEES
- 3-S TIME EACH MORNING

- MORNING MEETING

- CONTINUOUS CHANGE

- CHANGE AS STABILITY

SHARING

- TOURS
- VIDEOS
- BOOK
POWER
+ FASTCAP MODEL OF CHANGE
- PAUL AS A LEADER

REINFORCEMENT
- FEEDBACK LOOPS FROM
MORNING MEETING, PAUL,

how we do things. It also encourages
the employees to know and apply the
principles and methodologies of
Lean.”

A tour of FastCap begins with visi-
tors helping Akers clean the factory
bathrooms. They literally see Akers on
his knees, scrubbing toilets and mop-
ping floors, and must do the same
themselves. This simple act shows
with little fanfare how work is respected and titles aren’t
important. The tour then continues with a walk around the
plant, where visitors can view the current visual cues and
process changes made by employees.

The tour also includes attending the morning meeting,
where visitors get to see and hear the discussions of yester-
day’s mistakes and improvements. For employees, having
guests in attendance at the meetings emphasizes the impor-
tance of transparency. We have gone on the tour several
times ourselves and have witnessed Akers and/or Jon
Lussier, FastCap’s general manager, share mistakes they
made and describe the processes they are implementing to
ensure the mistakes don’t reoccur.

Through the tours and the website of Lean resources,
Akers has helped many companies transform their prac-
tices to be simpler and more successful. Many managers
searching for help with their Lean implementation have
found the FastCap website, viewed the online videos, read
2-Second Lean, and then contacted Akers. Several have flown
to Ferndale, toured the plant, and even stayed in Akers’s
home while learning more about Lean. Several managers
are in daily contact with Akers by phone or Skype.

THE PARADOX OF CHANGE
AND STABILITY

Organizations pursue change to enhance their competitive
positions and adaptability in volatile markets. Simultane-
ously, they seek to reduce uncertainty and, therefore, strive
for stability. Stability also increases both confidence and
competence. As described by Patricia Klarner and Sebastian
Raisch, this need for simultaneous change and stability cre-

+ RAVING FANS

PEERS, AND CUSTOMERS
- TEACHING
- MISTAKES
- IMPROVEMENTS

Note: This is a modified version of the change model introduced by Audrey Gellert Taylor in

her doctoral dissertation, An Empirical Investigation of the Change Agents and Perform-
ance Measurements Effective in the Diffusion of the Theory of Constraints for Education
(TOCFE) and Implications for Business Entities, August 2002.

ates an organizational paradox (“Move to the Beat Rhythms

of Change and Firm Performance,” Academy of Management
Journal, February 2013).

Through the implementation of its continuous change
model (see Figure 2), FastCap has been able to overcome
this paradox to build a sustainable enterprise that incorpo-
rates change and stability simultaneously. By encouraging
continuous change, it has become the norm. In effect,

change is the stable state. It’s practiced every day by every-

one in the company. Change is no longer the enemy of
stability—it’s the catalyst.

Paul Akers and FastCap have demonstrated the possibili-

ties for any organization with the right leadership and
mind-set. With strong leadership and support from top
management, Lean practices can open employees’ minds,
freeing them from the fear of change. Setting aside time

each day to standardize processes and make small improve-

ments, establishing a culture of open communication, and

lowering the barriers between employees at all levels of the

organization can lead to great returns. SF

Audrey Taylor, Ph.D., is a professor at Western Washington University

in Bellingham, Wash. She is also an IMA® Member-at-Large. You can con-
tact her at audrey.taylor@wwu.edu.
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Amy Puckett is a staff accountant at Soukup, Bush & Associates,
CPAs, P.C., in Fort Collins, Colo. You can contact her at
amy.j.puckett@gmail.com.
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