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Introduction to Lean Tools
“Lean” focuses on maximising customer value by removing waste and eliminating defects.  Lean is a mindset 
that everyone in an organisation should be able to spot waste and bring it up to Management to be addressed.

Although Lean uses data, its tools are not as analytical or data-rich as those used in Six Sigma in manufacturing. 
For example, Lean tools are more about understanding the process, looking for waste, preventing mistakes, 
and documenting what you did. Lean seeks to make it easy to do things the right way and hard to do things the 
wrong way. 

There are many examples of the positive impact of Lean implementation in just about every industry and type 
of organization. Dramatic cost savings, lead time and inventory reductions as well as many other improvements 
have been cited by businesses around the world.  Familiarising yourself with Lean tools is a great way to get 
started in implementing Lean.

In this toolkit, we briefly explain the key Lean tools used in process improvement, what they do, and why 
they’re important. The tools we selected for this toolkit are straightforward, but they are incredibly powerful 
when it comes to identifying and eliminating waste and defects.

How can you use and apply these Lean tools yourself? One approach is to use Companion by Minitab, the 
software we’ve developed to manage Continuous Improvement projects end-to-end. Companion combines a 
desktop toolkit of Lean and quality tools for executing your projects with a web-based dashboard for visualising 
benefits and project information. Using a workflow, the software will manage the flow of ideas to projects to 
completion, effortlessly streamlining phase reviews and approvals.

Learning to use Lean tools is a must for any continuous improvement practitioner. If you want to try them for 
yourself and you haven’t looked at the Companion software yet, we encourage you to download a free  
30-day trial.  
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Now let’s explore ten critical Lean tools used in process improvements, what they do, and why they’re important. 
To start leveraging these tools and other continuous improvement methods in your business, remember to try 
them out in Companion by Minitab. These tools are even more powerful if you can share and collaborate with 
your team, so we encourage you to try Companion’s online dashboard reporting capabilities as well.

Lean Tool #1.  
Voice of the Customer (VOC) Summary

Why it matters: A basic tenet of Lean is to understand the customer needs and design the process to fully meet 
or exceed customer expectations. When implementing Lean, it is fundamental to capture the voice, expectations, 
preferences and comments of the customer regarding your product or service. The Voice of the Customer (VOC) 
forms the foundation against which all improvements are judged.

How to use it: The VOC Summary tool provides a way to capture this vital data. Using the VOC Summary tool will 
help you understand the key customer issues, convert them into critical customer requirements, and meet key 
business and customer relationship goals.

Example

Here is the VOC Summary tool in Companion, which is held as an 
integral part of a Continuous Improvement project or programme and 
used to guide decisions.

Voice of the Customer

Key Issues Key Requirements

VOC Tool Meet business and customer 
relationship goals

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
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Lean Tool #2. 
Process Flow 
Why it matters: To improve a process, you must be able to understand 
and communicate the activities, or steps, in a process. You also need to 
see the relationship between inputs and outputs, identify key decision 
points and uncover backtracking, duplication or rework.

How to use it: Process flows, also known as process maps, make it 
easy to visualise a process. It is best to build process maps with the 
team working in the process. The creation of a process flow makes 
waste visible – e.g. bottlenecks, delays, storage, rework - and shows 
you the best opportunities for improvement.

Example

Here is a video demonstrating process maps and how they are used in Companion.

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
https://youtu.be/Lf4oSO0nHI8
https://youtu.be/Lf4oSO0nHI8
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Lean Tool #3.  
Value Stream Maps (VSM) 
Why it matters: The next step after process mapping is to understand 
where value is created or lost. Value is defined by the customer based 
on their perception of the usefulness and necessity of a product or 
service. In other words, value is what the customer is buying.

How to use it: A value stream map is a collection of all the activities, 
both value-added and non-value added, that take a product or service 
from its beginning through to the customer. You can include material 
and information flow, operating parameters, or defect rates, lead times, 
and so on. This enables you to analyse the current state and design a 
future state for the end-to-end activities that generate your product or 
service to meet customer needs.

Example

Here is a video demonstrating the creation and use of value stream maps in Companion.

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
https://youtu.be/A0ocXcnk4x8
https://youtu.be/A0ocXcnk4x8
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Lean Tool #4.  
Five Whys 
Why it matters: Lean is about understanding why things are done the way they are. Often, things 
are done improperly, at the wrong time, or skipped altogether resulting in process problems.  
The challenge is to identify the root cause: most of the time it is the process that fails, not the 
people.

How to use it: The Five Whys tool helps you to drill down and determine the root cause of a 
problem. As the name implies, you repeat the question “Why?” five times. This helps you to 
uncover the problem’s root cause, the relationships between different root causes, and identify 
steps to prevent the problem from happening again. The real root cause typically points to a 
process that does not work well or does not exist.

Example

Here is the Five Whys tool in use in Companion, which provides a 
framework to link the project to the root cause of a problem.

The problem

The root cause

Why No.1 Why No.2 Why No.3 Why No.4 Why No.5

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
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Lean Tool #5.  
5S Audit: Sort, Set in Order, Shine, 
Standardise and Sustain 
Why it matters: A clean, well-ordered workplace improves efficiency and eliminates waste. With a 
method to organise, audit and maintain your workplaces and systems, you encourage productivity 
and ensure consistency across the business.

How to use it: 5S is a team-based set of tools that systematically and methodically organise the 
workplace. It comprises five steps to follow: Sort, Set in Order, Shine, Standardise and Sustain. With 
the first step, Sort, you remove the unwanted and unnecessary. With Set in Order, you arrange items 
to be easy to use. With Shine, you clean and inspect the workplace regularly. With Standardise, you 
establish procedures and schedules to ensure the first 3 steps are consistently performed across 
your organisation.

The fifth and final step, Sustain, is one of the hardest steps to accomplish. It’s akin to losing the 
weight and keeping it off. Sustaining requires maintaining the gains of process improvements on a 
regular basis. Without it, old habits resurface, and the workplace falls into disarray. To support this, it’s 
important that the benefits are visible and shared so everyone is encouraged to keep it up.

Example

Here is 5S Audit tool in Companion which provides a consistent 
framework for sustaining the 5S gains. This tool also feeds the online 
dashboard reporting to ensure everyone’s progress is clear, visible and 
shareable.

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 5

SORT SET IN ORDER SHINE STANDARDISE SUSTAIN

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
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Lean Tool #6.  
Kaizen 
Why it matters: Kaizen is a method for accelerating the pace of 
process improvement projects. While originally developed for 
manufacturing, Kaizen is used extensively in a variety of industries 
and is a valuable technique for the process improvement practitioner. 
Kaizen is most effective when used to eliminate waste and non-
value-added activities.

How to use it: Kaizen is a focused 3-5 day dedicated event to drive 
process improvements. Project objectives are well-defined and 
appropriately scoped going in to the Kaizen event. Employees are 
pulled from their daily duties to participate. Typically, there is a mid-
week review and a final presentation. Solutions are implemented 
immediately.

Example 

To help leaders plan and implement a Kaizen event, Companion 
provides a Roadmap™ to aid effective analysis, implementation, and 
enable reporting of results.

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
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Lean Tool #7.  
Waste Analysis 
Why it matters: In Lean, waste is anything in a process that 
is unnecessary and does not add value from the customer’s 
perspective. The purpose of Lean is to identify, analyse, and 
eliminate all sources of waste, such as defects or excessive 
inventory.

How to use it: Performing a Waste Analysis by Operation 
documents the types of waste at each process step, to quantify 
and colour-code the degree of the waste. “No observed” waste 
is a zero or a blank, while a 9 indicates “total waste”, i.e. no 
value added. The Waste Analysis activity is most effective when 
performed by multiple observers, both within and outside of the 
process being examined.

Example

Here is the Waste Analysis by Operation tool in Companion, providing a 
clear view of areas to address.

Identify Analyse Optimised Process

Waste

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
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Lean Tool #8.  
Quick Changeover
Why it matters: Substantial Lean gains can be achieved when you reduce 
the time, skill or materials needed for setup, particularly for workflows or 
transactions that require a quick reset. Opportunities exist in every sector: 
whether changing tools in manufacturing, preparing operating rooms or 
hospital beds, or loading/unloading airline passengers, for example.

How to use it: Quick Changeover is a tool to analyse your current 
processes and compare them with future states. It involves identifying the 
process steps and assigning them into one of two categories:

• Internal - must be done while the process is stopped

•  External - can be done while the process is running, either before or 
after performing the setup

This enables you to compare the internal and external components of 
process changeover, or setup, for both current and improved states. 
By implementing Quick Changeover, organisations can reduce internal 
setup time. This reduces the amount of non-productive process time 
and enables more setups, smaller run batches, and improved flow. The 
secondary benefit is to free up labour, through reduced total setup time.

Current Setup Quick Changeover Improved Setup

Internal

External

Internal

ExternalComparison

Comparison

Example

Here is a comparison in Companion of the initial state and an improved state. The Improved State shows 
a 24 minute reduction in internal set up.

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
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Lean Tool #9.  
Line Balancing
Why it matters: All steps in a process should meet the rate of customer demand. When process steps are not balanced, some resources may be idle while others are overworked. 
The solution is to eliminate non-value-added tasks in a process, combine tasks and closely balance the remaining steps. 

How to use it: Line balancing is a technique for achieving these goals, through “equalising” a set of process steps to smooth the time required to accomplish them. To highlight the 
waste of waiting, you compare the time required to meet customer demand, known as ‘takt time’, with the cycle time for multiple operations on a process map or value stream map. 
This analysis highlights the discrepancies and is useful for you to balance either a work cell or a sequential series of process steps.

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Example

Here Companion compares a ‘What If’ cycle time with the current cycle time to visualise the improvements.

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
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Lean Tool #10.  
Standard Work
Why it matters: For each element of work, the time used by a machine or 
operator should follow the best current practice. By documenting a detailed 
definition of the most effective and reliable methods and sequences for 
processes, you create a powerful Lean tool. This definition of ‘standard work’ 
clarifies the process, ensures consistency, expedites employee training, and 
provides a baseline for further improvement.

How to use it: After documenting the elements of work, categorise them as 
manual (shown in orange), machine (shown in blue), or walk (shown in green) 
to show the work visually. Aided by graphs and colour coding, you can quickly 
pinpoint wasteful activities and waiting.

Example

Here in Companion, a Standard Work Combination Chart graphically displays the cumulative 
time as manual (operator controlled) time, machine time and walk time. Looking at the 
combined data helps to identify excesses within a process.

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
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Start using these critical 
Lean tools now

Companion enables you to streamline and standardise your 
Continuous Improvement (CI) program.  It is the only solution to blend 
customisable CI management tools, centralised data retention and 
maintenance with real-time dashboarding.

Whether it is to enhance process improvement through increased 
visibility, oversight and governance, or to optimise products and 
services through the use of best-in-class tools, Companion provides 
everything you need to make your Continuous Improvement projects 
more visible, effective and profitable. 

Download a free trial of Companion by Minitab now

“Spreadsheets required more than 120 man-hours each 
month to collate, analyse and prepare. With Companion all 
of this effort basically disappears.”
Hermann Miskelly, Vice President for Quality

https://hubs.ly/H0ct0bb0
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