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The Lean CEO: Critical Thinking
Larry D. Stern
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In this era of hyper connectivity, mass information and statistical programs we often forget that the best Lean tool is our brain.   
Most Lean CEOs seek executive-level talent who are able to demonstrate an innate ability to maximize resources, reduce waste and accelerate process improvement. When successful, the Lean CEO can feel confident that his executives are doing their part.  We all know we cannot succeed alone.

However, the critical thinking processes required to create an overall strategic plan is still governed by the Lean CEO. Using our brain would be easier if the brain wasn’t already overloaded with data, employee issues, the economy and a host of other daily tasks.  This is why it is important for the Lean CEO to spend a little time re-familiarizing himself with critical thinking tools.
First it is important to remember that the purpose of a critical thinking is to discover a new idea or to solve a problem.  Lean theory supports that if a tool is cumbersome or confusing it should be eliminated from your toolbox.  The idea of a tool, in general, is to make something easier.  In this case, critical thinking tools are designed to help make thinking better, faster and more cost effective.
Increasing your critical thinking skills can take several approaches.  For example, there is science to support that engaging in simple brain teasers can increase critical thinking ability. In elementary education children are encouraged to do exercises that rely on comparing and contrasting particular events.  The theory is that critical thinking ability can be increased by simply comparing the similarities and differences of a situation. 
The Lean CEO already has a high level of problem solving capability. The problem is time.  This is why critical thinking tools can be so valuable. One trick I use is thinking about the psychology behind some of the common forms used in Lean projects.  

For example, take a moment to consider a standard Failure Mode Effects Analysis (FMEA) form. Typically this form is used as a tracking document and/or a risk awareness document. Even though there many variations to this popular form, most forms have these basic components: 1) Function name, 2) Potential Function Failure, 3) Potential Ramification of Function Failure, 4) Potential Causes of the Function Failure, and 5)) Controls (things in place) to prevent the failure.
Here is an example using the core components of an FMEA form:

Function Name:
End User Training

Function Failure:
Not Trained

Ramification:

System Doesn’t Work
Potential Causes:
Schedule Publication 
Controls in Place:
Schedule Posted.

Naturally there could be several potential reasons for end user training failure.  They could range from project managers not taking the appropriate amount of time to resources not being available to train.  When using the actual form, severity levels are assigned to determine risk potential and check sheets are included on the form to ensure the tasks are handled.

The Lean CEO can use the psychology behind the FMEA to help in critical thinking by using it as a simple model.  The word “Function” on the form could be exchanged for the word, “Activity”. What is the activity did not happen?  What are the ramifications?  What are the causes of the activity not happening?  What is in place now to make sure the activity does happen.  Several issues that now require multiple meetings to solve may be facilitated by simply applying FMEA thinking.
For more information on critical thinking tools see:  Lean CEO: Critical Thinking Tools.
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