Lean and Engaging: a winning formula for sustainable success
If it wasn’t a contradiction in terms, it would be tempting describe ‘constant change’ as
the new ‘norm’ of organisational life. What is indisputable is that organisations are
facing some of the greatest challenges they have ever had to deal with in relation to the
magnitude and pace of change, the degree of complexity and ambiguity, the need to
both cut overheads and respond rapidly and effectively in a highly competitive global
marketplace.
The good news is that there are now well-proven practices for achieving these
outcomes. We propose that by combining two of the most powerful models for
improving organisational performance, organisations can effectively rise to these
challenges. They can become both lean and efficient, and release the huge potential
that resides within their employees.
These models are the Lean methodology, and Engaging Leadership. Each on their
own has been proven to increase productivity, but combined, they present a formidable
force to maximise sustainable success - in any organisation, sector or industry.
The Lean method for enhancing performance
The principles of ‘Lean’ are now commonly understood and widely applied across an
extensive range of industries in both the private and public sector.
While ‘respect for people’ and ‘teamwork’ are fundamental aspects of Lean practice,
we believe that the benefits of adopting a Lean approach could be strengthened
considerably by supporting the development of an ‘engaging’ culture across the
organisation. This is particularly important given the publication of several academic
studies that have found negative results in relation to the application of Lean.
For example, some studies have found that the way in which Lean has been adopted
has had the opposite effect of giving employees more autonomy and responsibility, and
has increased work demands and “exploited peer pressure” with the result of damaging
staff motivation and well-being 1,2. Other studies have reported positive outcomes3,4, or
a mix of positive and negative consequences5.
Some of the reasons for the variations in results is likely to have been found because
Lean has been designed and implemented differently in organisations, and the
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contextual factors have varied considerably (for example, in relation to the influence of
product markets, technology, the role of unions, etc).
In a particularly significant and rigorous academic study by organisational psychologist
Sharon Parker6, it was found that in examining the impact of adopting three different
Lean production practices, namely: lean teams, assembly lines, and workflow
formalisation, all resulted in a significant negative outcomes in employee attitudes,
including a reduction in employee commitment to the organisation (for all groups),
increased job depression (for two of the groups), and reduced Role Breadth Selfefficacy (RBSE) for the assembly lines. RBSE, which affects individuals’ motivation to
be proactive in making innovative suggestions, is clearly of increasing and critical
importance for organisations7.
In the current tough economic climate, it is of enormous importance to organisations
that they invest their efforts and resources in ways that maximise the opportunity for
the greatest return on their investments. If by introducing Lean production methods
there is only short-term gain and long-term cost, this could be a risk too far.
One well-known fact in the field of organisational studies is that if staff commitment,
morale, and well-being deteriorates, as sure as night follows day, this will lead to
reduced performance, resistance to change, and increased costs in relation to sickness
rates, absenteeism, higher turnover and loss of precious talent. 8,9,10.
So how can the potential benefits of lean production and its positive impact on
organisational systems and processes be maximised in a way that it also increases its
impact on the commitment, effort and effectiveness of an organisation’s employees?
Consider that, if these two potential outcomes are brought together, it will ensure that
an organisation can increase its productivity, reduce its costs, and sustain high levels
of performance.
We believe that the answer is by combining a focus on Lean and engagement, and
embedding this in the culture of organisations, teams and individual leader behaviours.
The role of engagement in creating superior organisational effectiveness
As stated above, in a world of constant change and relentless competition,
organisations need employees who are not only open to change and are adaptable, but
are also so committed and motivated to their role and organisation’s vision and goals
that they are proactive in seeking ways of developing and improving themselves, their
teams, and organisations. They must voluntarily ‘go beyond the job description’ to add
extra value.
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Not surprisingly, organisations that have highly engaged staff have been found to
deliver higher levels of performance and productivity than their peers in the same
industry11. Superior performance has been measured with respect to a range of
outputs, including higher levels of customer satisfaction, productivity, profitability,
innovation, successful change implementation, safety practices, and reduced
absenteeism and turnover.12
The great news is that engagement is also good for individuals, as measured by higher
levels of job satisfaction, commitment, motivation, well-being, and self-efficacy (the
belief in one’s own ability to achieve tasks and goals). The latter outcome is of
particular importance when jobs become more challenging or when people are facing
significant changes to their role or what is expected of them.
Given the need to increase pressure on productivity in organisations with
proportionately fewer resources, the impact on employees’ levels of stress and strain
becomes a matter of increasing concern, both ethically and in business terms. It is
important to note that one of the world’s greatest experts in burnout, US academic
Christina Maslach, maintains that job engagement is the opposite of burnout at work.13
So how can organisations increase levels of employee engagement?
Leadership and engagement – a proven model
An organisation cannot command engagement; it is a ‘gift’ offered by the employee.
Not surprisingly then, employee engagement is regarded as a two-way process
between the individual and their organisation. Research studies consistently reveal that
the means by which engagement is created or encouraged lies largely in the hands of
a person’s line manager, but this must be supported by the culture of the
organisation14.
When we undertook our three-year investigation into the nature of effective leadership,
there was no established model that had been aimed at increasing employee
engagement. Our research involving over 6,000 managers and professionals across
the UK resulted in model we named “engaging transformational leadership” that has
now been tested in numerous organisations and industries, both by our researchers
and independently. It has been proven to significantly impact on employees’ levels of
job motivation, satisfaction, commitment, self-esteem, and reduced stress15,16.
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The diagram below describes the 14-dimensional model which has been translated into
a 360-feedback instrument, the Transformational Leadership Questionnaire (TLQ). As
can be seen from the clusters, it describes behaviours of leadership that work at the
various levels of leadership, namely:
 1-2-1 relationships between line managers and their staff
 behaviours which help to create the appropriate culture in teams and across the
organisation
 how leadership can bring the wide range of stakeholders – internal and external
– together in achieving a shared vision.
In essence, the model reflects leadership behaviours of valuing individuals and their
contributions; empowering them to use their discretion in taking the initiative,
encouraging them to question the traditional ways of doing things and to think of
innovative solutions to problems; actively and continuously supporting their
development; encouraging the generation of ideas across the organisation and
exploitation of learning from mistakes; being mindful of the needs of a range of
stakeholder groups; and creating the opportunities and relationships that enable the
creation of a shared vision, towards which all stakeholders strive to achieve.

Fig 1: Engaging Transformational Leadership model

Does this new model increase engagement?
Data gathered from thousands of reviewers (bosses, peers, direct reports and others)
rating a target manager in real life situations over the past ten years has been analysed
a number of times showing that whatever the organisation, the level of manager being
rated, and the occupation of the people involved (managers and staff), the extent to
which line managers do, or do not, display these behaviours significantly affects the
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impact they have on their staff’s motivation, commitment, self-confidence, and wellbeing.
We have published numerous papers, including rigorous research papers that have
produced the evidence.17 In addition, a wide range of independent researchers from
across the world have supported these findings in their studies.
Does it affect productivity?
Knowing that these behaviours affect engagement is very important, but there are other
considerations that should be taken into account. The ultimate test for any leadership
model is whether these ways of behaving, embedded in the culture of teams, directly
and significantly predicts their productivity.
One of the best kept secrets of academic research into leadership is that there are
hardly any studies that show that leadership predicts productivity.
One of the reasons is that you can only test this relationship in a longitudinal study
where you measure leadership at Time 1, and then some months later, you assess
productivity. You must also ensure that you control for other factors that could be
influencing productivity, such as resources available, the size of the team, the difficulty
of the task/project, etc. Such a study is clearly hugely time-consuming, and requires
significant financial investment. Somewhat uniquely, we have conducted such research
with partners in King’s College London, and investigated the impact of our model of
engaging transformational leadership in 46 teams, and assessed their productivity.
Our findings were that the model of engaging transformational leadership,
embedded in the culture of teams, significantly predicts their productivity,
morale, and well-being.18
Can organisations create a more engaging leadership culture in practice?
The short answer is “yes!” We know because we have been working with organisations
across the public and private sector, supporting them in creating cultures of
engagement and of increased effectiveness, and have obtained substantial evidence
that it can significantly transform their performance.
Included in our case studies are:




an organisation that demonstrated savings of £12m in 18 months by improving
performance, reducing absenteeism, and other staff costs caused by low
morale
an organisation that transformed a culture of low morale, high absenteeism and
low performance, into one in which over 600 ideas generated by staff over a 2year period transformed its culture into one with one of the highest levels of
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morale in the sector, where customer satisfaction ratings increased
considerably, and objective performance measures also increased significantly
across the organisation. They joined the Top 10 of the Sunday Times Best
Companies to Work For as a result.
an organisation that significantly increased engagement, as witnessed by staff
increasing the number of suggestions for innovative practice, voluntarily making
more effort in customer service activities, and introducing new services and
generating new products which had a significant positive impact on profit.

Concluding comments
Organisations can no longer rely on their employees merely fulfilling a narrow
predetermined job description with inflexible contractual arrangements, and expect to
succeed in such a fast-changing world of tighter profit margins. They have to create
cultures in which employees – the sole means of their success – are willing to not only
adapt to the changes and challenges that they will regularly encounter in the
workplace, but are committed to being proactive in using their initiative to go ‘beyond
their job descriptions’ to constantly consider ways of improving the quality of the
products and services they offer. This will require nothing short of transformation, in
organisations, their staff, and those responsible for leading.
The new model of ‘engaging’ transformational leadership can support Lean methods
such that the power of Lean practices are both strengthened and sustained, to ensure
that all the organisation’s resources are maximised to achieve the highest levels of
quality and added value for the customer. Those organisations smart enough to
combine these approaches will not only be the best performers, but sustainably so.
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