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A Little ‘Bout Flow
Jamie V. Parker 
Process + Results Leadership Coaching  

Alan Jackson sang an ode to a southern river a�ribut-
ing lessons in swimming, livin’, and a li�le ‘bout love 
to its muddy waters. I know that same river, but my 
lessons were a bit di�erent. 

I grew up in the Georgia, and every summer my fam-
ily drove to an idyllic li�le town called Helen at the 
southern edge of the Cha�ahoochee National Forest. 
We loved the days spent there making candles, eating 
fudge, and having a grand time. However, what my 
brother and I loved most of all was tubing down the 
Cha�ahoochee River. 

Sometimes while tubing, the current slowed and we’d 
get stuck spinning in circles. �e remedy to this was to 
reach over the tube to do a one-handed paddle with-
out ¢ipping over or dropping the drinks that were ev-
er-present in our other hand. Other times the river 
level was low, and we’d have to deal with rocks which 
we’d try to push away from with our legs in hopes we 
didn’t get stuck. 

All these slow currents, low water levels, and rocks 
could hinder our ¢oating journey. Sprawled across 
our tubes with drink in hand, we were seeking that 
smooth ¢ow which would give us the most valuable, 
best experience. �at goes for more than just tubing 
down the Cha�ahoochee. It applies to our printing  
operations as well.

 
Improve Flow to Create More Value

Customer demands in the printing industry have been 
changing. Our customers are seeking more variable 
data. More customization. Smaller runs. Faster turn-
around times. Lower prices. Printers are le� trying to 
�gure out how to meet those demands while growing 
revenue and protecting pro�tability.

To meet these customer demands, we need to ¢ow 
through our print manufacturing processes with-
out ge�ing hung up on the obstacles. As with my 
tubing adventures when I didn’t get stuck without a  
current or hung up on the rocks, this creates a more 
valuable experience. 
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Lean manufacturing is all about creating 
more value by improving flow. The best 
way to improve flow is to remove process 
waste. What are process wastes and how 
do they inhibit flow? I like things simple, 
so think of the eight process wastes using 
the mnemonic DOWNTIME:

Enter Lean Manufacturing
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Defects: Defects result in rework. We know that 
when we have to rework a job, it clogs up the 
system, preventing other work from being pro-
duced.

Overproduction: Making more than what is 
needed. It’s that 10% automatic overage to ac-
count for losses downstream. When we reduce 
the amount of overage required, we free up valu-
able machine time. Overproduction can also re-
sult in making more than the downstream can 
handle. Look for overproduction by looking 
around for piles. Print more than the bindery can 
handle and end up with piles of stu� just si�ing 
around. Piles are rocks.

Waiting: When product is waiting to be worked 
on or when people are waiting for work to do, 
that’s waiting waste. Waiting waste can be one 
of the biggest inhibitors of ¢ow. Observe for 
an hour and record every time something or 
someone is waiting. You’ll likely be surprised 
by how many of these slow ¢ows you �nd. 
 
Non-Utilized Talent: Our people who do the 
work are most poised to help us improve the 
work. When we expect them to just put their 
heads down and get stu� done without engaging 
them for their ideas, that’s the waste of non-uti-
lized talent. It makes for unsatis�ed people and 
slows the ¢ow of our long-term improvement. 
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Transportation: Transportation waste is ex-
cessively moving stu� or people from one place 
to another. �ink about the transportation of 
materials across the plant. Whether we’re using 
forkli�s, pallet jacks, or our own two hands and 
feet, taking time out of production for transpor-
tation means less time for work to ¢ow through 
the system. We’ve slowed our own current. 
 
Inventory: Inventory waste can be raw material 
inventory, work in progress, or �nished goods. 
When we have large amounts of raw materials or 
�nished goods staged around the plant, we have 
to spend a lot more energy and time managing it 
and moving it. We’ve all seen work in progress 
get stuck in our system when the downstream 
wasn’t ready for it. More managing, more mov-
ing, and more risk of damaged product are re-
quired to handle these rocks we’ve created for 
ourselves.

Motion: When we reach, bend down, turn, 
twist, or search for things we can’t �nd, that’s 
motion waste. So o�en it seems inconsequen-
tial—just seconds at a time. But those sec-
onds o�en add up to hours over the course 
of a week. Look around again to �nd where  
you’re losing seconds. Tiny rocks can add up to 
large problems.

Excess Processing: �is is using more steps 
than absolutely, minimally required. �ose extra 
clicks on the computer screen, extra sign-o�s, 
and extra steps to jury-rig machines. �at’s ex-
cess processing waste. More rocks. 

�e key to improving ¢ow in our print opera-
tions is to �nd and remove the rocks that are get-
ting in our way. When we see them, we improve 
the process to remove the rocks. When we can’t 
see them, we use Lean tools to get just beneath 
the surface, expose them, and remove them.
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Integrate Lean �inking into Culture

Lean manufacturing gives you more than just the 
tools to systematically improve ¢ow; it also gives 
you the leadership beliefs and behaviors that make 
it part of your culture. Removing rocks to improve 
¢ow is a great �rst step. However, the key to making 
it last is that it requires leadership changes to trans-
form the culture. It takes work, but it’s worth it.

Desert Paper & Envelope Company has worked 
to integrate Lean thinking into their culture. CEO 
Ella Leeper describes the impact:  “�e culture shi� 
we’ve had while on our Lean journey is immeasur-
able.  Our team members are engaged in identifying 
constraints that could impact throughput and un-
derstand only they can improve the process at the 
work site.  �e increased knowledge and awareness 
regarding on-time delivery both internally and to 
the customer has helped us achieve a delivery KPI 
that is best in class.”

Take the Next Step

Whether you’re just starting out with Lean  
manufacturing or you’re looking to expand  
from tool implementation to cultural trans-
formation, the PIA Continuous Improvement  
Conference is for you.

Consider these pre-conference workshops:

•  If you’re just starting out, be sure to join John  
Compton for Lean 101.

•  If you’re ready to tackle leadership behaviors 
and systems, consider the Leader Standard Work 
and �eory of Constraints workshop with Russ 
Aikman and Brandon Phoenix.

•  If you’re ready to get serious about culture trans-
formation and want to move from being the pri-
mary problem solver to a problem-solving coach, 
check out my workshop: Developing and Coach-
ing a Team of Frontline Problem Solvers.
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At the Sustainable Forestry Initiative® (SFI), we believe that 
certifi ed forests, together with responsibly sourced forest 
products, are the answer to a variety of societal needs 
including clean air and water, wildlife conservation, green 
jobs and quality products from a renewable resource.

Look and ask for the SFI label for all your paper and 
packaging projects. The actions we take today determine 
the future of our forests.
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Printing Industries of America

Printing Industries of America’s Center for Print 
Economics and Management understands the 
constant changes businesses face daily. 

Our economic experts are dedicated to keeping you 
current and informed with valuable resources that 
enhance your company’s growth and profitability. 
We offer a number of resources for you to keep your 
business running successfully.

 • Detailed assessments to boost bottom-line performance
 • Financial benchmarking for informed decision making
 • Smart and easy budgeting tools
 • Publications about economic trends and management
 • Survey reports with helpful metrics and statistics
 • Up-to-date economic and market research

Contact us today 
to determine your 
needs and how 
we can help.

Your premier source for accurate, up-to-date 
economic and market research information.

economics@printing.org | www.printing.org/economics
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