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WHY IT NEEDS TO GET LEAN 
What does Lean IT mean to you? Is Lean IT just another word for DevOps or 
Agile? What about dashboards, scorecards, self-service reporting or auto-
mated provisioning? Most of these concepts are Lean practices and contribute 
to a Lean enterprise, but they are not the complete picture. Lean is more a 
way of thinking rather than a specific tool or initiative. Let’s look at how Lean 
principles apply to IT, as we move into a world where organizations want to 
consume IT services instead of building and running them.

HOW DID WE GET HERE?

In the 1960s, organizations realized that IT systems were critical for managing things 
like inventory and production control systems. Over the last 50 years, these systems 
have embraced additional concepts and data sources to evolve into MRP and MRPII, 
and into ERP or other core systems.1 These “systems of record” provide the structure 
and governance that have become the skeleton of the business. Without these sys-
tems, organizations can’t function.

IT systems have become so critical to the enterprise that they have become a primary 
source of growth — or decline. However, a number of factors are now making it more 
difficult for IT to effectively serve the business.

Business needs have grown in response to new technologies, new competitors and 
changing customer expectations. The exponential growth in connected devices, cloud 
computing, social media and big data, coupled with the shift to consumer-driven 
demand, is driving the need for “business agility.” It’s a vicious cycle: Technology is 
accelerating these trends, creating a situation that can only be answered with new 
systems and applications.

IT systems have become more complex. There are many more systems, devices, 
channels and technologies to contend with today than just 5 years ago. While it is 
technically feasible to answer all of these new requirements within a core system, the 
cost of doing so becomes prohibitive. There are many costs of “customizing” these 
systems of record — and not all of them are obvious at the time.2

Data is growing at an exponential rate.3 From an IT perspective, it is the movement of 
data through the business that allows an organization to create products and services 
for customers. Integrating these sources of data to form ecosystems is becoming one 
of the most critical elements of IT architecture. With this evolution, organizations are 
able to stitch together pieces of data and information, gaining much greater insight 
into what their customers are doing as well as what is really going on inside their own 
organizations. But handling all of this data is another issue. 

The proliferation of systems increases the number of items an IT department needs 
to manage. The traditional way of coping is to increase the number of people involved 
in managing and delivering these systems. Invariably, this adds time and cost to 
business — increasing both IT and business operational costs, as well as extending 
delivery times for projects. 

How can today’s IT function effectively respond to these and all the other challenges 
they face? Enter Lean. 

Lean came into use decades ago as a way for auto manufacturers to respond to 
changes in the market and customer behaviors. Today, the same types of changes are 
happening between IT and the business. And just like automakers, IT managers can 
adopt Lean principles to answer the rapidly changing needs of the business.



3  |  INDUSTRY PERSPECTIVE: THE PROMISE OF LEAN IT

LEAN PRINCIPLES

So what is Lean? Very simply, it’s about delivering maximum value to customers by 
eliminating waste in business processes. A good way of thinking about Lean is that it 
eliminates the things that a customer would not be prepared to pay for. Some of the 
more obvious forms of waste are: defects, downtime, slow application response times, 
non-value-added steps like unnecessary approvals or reporting, or even underutilized 
hardware and other inventory in the ecosystem. 

Lean principles trace their origins to studies conducted by Henry Ford in the early 
1900s to determine how workers could produce automobiles more efficiently.4 Since 
then, Lean concepts have been the basis of other production methodologies, such as 
the one developed by Toyota in the mid-20th century (see sidebar). 

Lean Principles in Action: Auto Manufacturing

How does this manifest itself? Let’s look at the experience of buying a car, and  
consider the entire process from end to end. Not long ago, consumers had very little 
choice in personalizing their cars. Car dealers and manufacturers had to predict what car 
makes, models, and even colors their consumers were prepared to buy, and then build 
inventory on the hope that their forecasts were accurate. They pushed their products out 
into the market, and customers had little choice but to take what was offered. 

Even this wasn’t done in real time, because most car yards didn’t carry stock on hand. 
They had to order cars from the factory and wait for them to be delivered. If the 
customer wanted to customize their car, this had to be done at the dealership, which 
meant additional delays and cost. So, customers were paying about 30% of their gross 
annual income on a vehicle that wasn’t precisely what they wanted, and had to wait 
weeks or months before they could drive it. 

Circumstances have changed in auto manufacturing because IT has shifted the balance 
of power toward the consumer. Customers today demand flexibility and choice. They 
are realizing and exercising the power they have in controlling the transaction and are 
demanding value for themselves. 

In order to satisfy these demands, car manufacturers needed to do things differently. 
One strategy, based on the old model of car building, would be to produce more 
variations or even put stock on the ground at dealer showrooms. However, equipping 
every car with all options would increase manufacturing costs and drive up prices. 
With no guarantee of buyers.

From “Push” to “Pull”

Instead of “pushing” cars onto customers, manufacturers like Toyota adopted more  
of a “pull” system. This meant completely transforming their manufacturing and 
distribution processes. Largely via self-service, customers could now configure a  
car to suit their wants and needs. The number of factory-fitted options today is  
much greater than before, and delivery times are generally shorter. 

To enable this, Toyota still developed a forecast of customer desires, but the car makes 
and models became 80% standard and 20% customizable. Using this approach, all 
auto manufacturers today build stock that is largely standard, with a limited range of 
options from which customers can choose. This enables customers to feel as if their 
car is built to order and perceive that they are more in control of the transaction.

LEAN PRINCIPLES IN ACTION: 
AUTO MANUFACTURING
Toyota’s production methodology is 
a great example of Lean concepts. 
From Toyota’s website: 

The Toyota Production System (TPS) 
has three desired outcomes:

1. To provide the customer with  
the highest quality vehicles, at 
lowest possible cost, in a timely 
manner with the shortest  
possible lead times.

2. To provide members with  
work satisfaction, job security  
and fair treatment.

3. It gives the company flexibility  
to respond to the market,  
achieve profit through cost  
reduction activities and 
long-term prosperity.

TPS strives for the absolute  
elimination of waste, overburden  
and unevenness in all areas, to allow 
members to work smoothly and 
efficiently. The foundations of TPS 
are built on standardization to ensure  
a safe method of operation and a 
consistent approach to quality. 

Toyota members seek to continually 
improve their standard processes 
and procedures in order to ensure 
maximum quality, improve efficiency 
and eliminate waste. This is known as 
kaizen and is applied to every sphere 
of the company’s activities.5
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APPLYING LEAN CONCEPTS TO IT

What can we learn from the automotive industry? Is it possible to adopt to IT the 
principles that transformed the experience of buying and manufacturing a motor 
vehicle? There are, in fact, many parallels we can draw.

The customer (end user) perceives value through their experience. IT systems are 
primarily built to help organizations execute business processes. Regardless of how 
automated the business process, someone is accountable for the value that business 
process delivers. It is this person, or group of people, who ultimately determines if an 
IT system adds value to the business: How well does this system or ecosystem 
support me? Does this system make it easier or harder for me to do my job?

A reliable indicator for determining system value is whether people find ways to work 
around it. In the automotive example, if consumers don’t like a particular car make or 
model, they will buy something else. It’s not too big a leap to see the connection with 
IT systems here. The rise of “shadow IT” — processes and systems commissioned by 
business units without direction or management from the IT organization — is a 
direct result of systems that don’t meet the needs of the business.

Traditional application development methodologies are wasteful. An organization 
that still uses the waterfall model of application development need look no further 
for a prime area for optimization. The concept of gathering requirements for an 
entire application — developing in whole, testing and then submitting to users for 
acceptance — is a process filled with gates, bottlenecks and non-value-added steps 
that lead to long development cycles, a higher risk of user rejection and a much 
greater risk of obsolescence by the time the app is ready for use. 

By contrast, emerging methodologies like DevOps involve the business and users 
throughout the development process. Instead of waiting to deliver a finished applica-
tion, components of a solution are continuously rolled out for testing and user 
acceptance, resulting in fewer steps, fewer bottlenecks, lower cost, reduced risk of 
user rejection and faster time to value. The ability to respond rapidly to requirement 
changes with an approach like DevOps is vital when other parts of the organization 
are undergoing their own Lean initiatives.

New technologies can tame complexity. From one perspective, all of the new 
technologies introduced over the last few years have increased IT complexity. 
Properly applied, however, they can help achieve many of the objectives of a Lean 
system — reduced waste, greater cost efficiency and a better customer experience.

Back-office technologies like cloud infrastructure can contribute a great deal toward 
making an IT system more efficient. The use of a cloud architecture for development 
is far more cost-effective than standing up new servers, purchasing software licenses 
and commissioning more data center space. Development tools that are cloud- 
enabled encourage collaborative development, automated testing and version 
control and release management. Front-end technologies like mobility and social 
media offer users more control, fast access to data, frequent updates and a more 
engaging experience, all of which adds up to greater value for the user.
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THE FUTURE OF LEAN IT

Enterprise IT has to deal with a lot of factors, such as agility, cost, performance, and so 
forth — but the single biggest opportunity for IT to define itself within an organization 
is through its ability to deal with uncertainty while minimizing risk. The distinction 
between systems of record and systems of innovation is crucial.6 Allowing business 
users themselves to “configure” the systems of innovation while also allowing them to 
“connect” into the systems of record in a controlled manner, provides the agility 
demanded by business operations today. 

Many of the concepts embodied by Lean can be applied throughout today’s organization 
to dramatically improve business outcomes. Nowhere is this more evident than in IT, 
the focal point of today’s business strategy. Given all that is expected of IT, Lean is  
a process that, for many, could spell the difference between success and failure. 

For more specifics on how Lean IT principles can help your enterprise, see  
“Practical Applications of Lean IT.” 
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