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Things are getting a little better each day
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It is the ultimate cliché. Athletes and CEOs state it all 
the time, “We just need to get a little better each day.”

Lean gurus refer to it as Managing for Daily Im­
provement, but most “experts” offer little practical 
advice as to how one goes about creating a workplace 
where every employee is continually making incre­
mental improvements ... a truly Lean culture.

So I was intrigued to listen to Paul A. Akers at the 
Iowa Lean Consortium's Fall Conference discuss how 
he created such an environment. Akers is the found­
er and president of FastCap LLC 
(www.fastcap.com), a successful 
product development compa­
ny located in Washington state.
Akers also is a world-renowned 
Lean enthusiast, practicing its 
principles both in the manage­
ment of his company and in his 
personal life. His book, “2 Sec­
ond Lean” is in its third edition.

In order to fully appreciate 
Akers’ lessons, I had a hurdle to 
overcome. Akers is a Lean “celeb­
rity” and I have a natural aver­
sion to celebrities. I would rather 
have lunch with my physician,
Dr. Matt, than Dr. Oz or Dr. Phil.

I cynically listened as Akers 
boiled down FastCap’s success 
into three pillars.

The first is to teach people to 
see waste. In addition to dai­
ly, one-minute reminders on 
the Eight Forms of Waste, Akers 
continually encourages folks to 
identify, “What bugs you?" He 
reasons that behind every irri­
tant is waste.

The second pillar is to schedule time each day for 
employees to make improvements. FastCap dedicates 
the first hour of each workday to making improve­
ments and a company-wide meeting. One hour — ev­
ery day! That’s really managing for daily improvement, 
not simply wishing for it.

The final pillar is sharing the success stories. Fast­
Cap encourages employees to make short “Before” 
and “After” videos on their cellphones documenting 
their improvements. These are shared during the daily 
meeting. It’s an opportunity to recognize the improv-
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ers and provide ideas to others.
“That’s it?” I wondered. It seems too simple. I con­

cluded that this is another example of where simple 
doesn't equate to easy.

It’s not earth-shattering that, if people are expected 
to make improvements, time has to be set aside for 
them to do it. It’s quite another thing to schedule time 
away from normal activities, to provide training so 
employees know what to do and to have accountabil­
ity processes in place to ensure people are effectively 

making use of that time.
I decided to put the new in­

formation to the test. Beginning 
with the new year, I’ve been try­
ing to implement an improve­
ment each day. So far, I’ve been 
successful more than 70 percent 
of the time. Here’s what I’ve 
learned so far:

• “What bugs you?” is a power­
ful question. More than 50 per­
cent of my improvements were 
identified by simply being tuned 
into personal peeves.

• Improvements come in all 
sizes. Many are quite small (e.g., 
unsubscribing from a nuisance 
email, converting a regular bill 
payment to automatic withdraw­
al or creating a simple Excel 
template for tracking personal 
mileage). A few have been big 
and expensive (e.g., cataract sur­
gery). All make my job and/or 
life better.

• Large improvements can be 
broken down into smaller proj­

ects to fit the scheduled improvement time. 5S the 
garage can become 5S the workbench, 5S the storage 
rack, 5S the east wall, etc.

• It’s important to keep a list of potential improve­
ments at the ready. Great ideas evaporate when left 
to memory.

Getting a little better each day is possible, but it 
requires significant behavior change beginning with 
management. Without that commitment, all we're re­
ally signing up for is more random variation of good 
days and bad days. Nothing changes, until something 
changes.
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American Trust Retirement has earned 
several rankings from a recent nationwide 
survey from Plansponsor magazine.

American Trust Retirement was cited as:
• The national No. 2 provider in the 

Less Than $5 Million plan asset market 
with a net recommendation score of 87.1 
percent.

• The recipient of 30 total Best in Class

Awards in the Less Than $5 Million and 
$5 to $25 Million plan assets markets.

• Ranked as the national No. 3 provid­
er for total Best in Class Awards in the 
Less Than $5 Million and $5 to $25 Mil­
lion markets.

• Ranked in the top five providers in 
client satisfaction in the Less Than $5 
Million market for technology, participant 
education, plan administration and ac­
count service teams.

• Ranked in the top five providers for

client satisfaction in the 
$5 to $25 Million market 
for technology, education, 
plan administration, and 
fees and investments.

In addition, American 
Trust Second Vice Presi­
dent Debra L. Morris was 

Debra Morris one °f seven individuals 
nationally to be recognized 

with a 2016 Service Star Award for her 
professionalism and service to clients.
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