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The ‘Lean’ edge

in fact, the outcome of a deeply embedded 
Lean transformation. We weren’t eroding 
margins—we were redefining them. Even after 
reducing prices significantly, our profitability 
dramatically improved. Total Lean had become 
our ‘differentiation strategy’. It allowed us 
to outperform competitors not by fighting 
harder in the same game, but by changing the 
rules altogether. In doing so, we didn’t just 
compete—we made the competition irrelevant. 

In an increasingly competitive and globalised 
marketplace, organisations are under relentless 
pressure to distinguish themselves in ways that 
are difficult to replicate. Traditional competitive 
advantages—cost leadership, product features, 
or geographic reach—are often short-lived. 
Sustainable differentiation demands a deeper, 
systemic capability. This is where Total Lean 
emerges not merely as an operational philosophy, 
but as a powerful differentiation strategy.

Drawing from the foundational ideas of 
Michael Porter, the innovation-focused 
development of competence thinking of 
Prahalad and Hamel, and the enduring practices 
of the Toyota Production System (TPS), attaining 
‘Total Lean’ represents an integrated approach 
to building organisations that are simultaneously 
efficient, adaptive, innovative, customer-centric 
and profitable.

A defining moment in 
Toyota’s decision to enter 
the Indian market came 
when they studied our 
transformation journey at 
The Mysore Kirloskar Ltd. 
In the early 1990s, I took 

a sabbatical from my family and spent a couple 
of relentless years working fourteen plus hours 
every day to convert a conventional business 
into a fully Just-in-Time, Total Lean Enterprise. 
The results were not incremental—they were 
dramatic. We reduced costs by sixty percent. 
We were like a machine in motion. Teams solved 
problems every day. Motivation reflected in 
enthusiasm as workmen stayed beyond regular 
hours to solve problems without overtime pay. 
Enterprise value went up more than twelve 
hundred times. Confident in the strength of our 
transformation, I shared half of that gain directly 
with our customers via product price revision 
and retained the rest to strengthen the business.

What followed was revealing. Chieftains from 
competing firms approached me with concern:
“Sanjeev, you can’t sustain such drastic price 
cuts just to win orders.” It was recession times, 
and they assumed I was discounting out of 
desperation. They had no idea what we had 
done. What they saw as price cutting was, 

More than an efficiency tool Total Lean is a powerful, enterprise-wide strategy that 
creates lasting competitive advantage through continuous improvement, innovation, 
and customer value.

  SANJEEV BAITMANGALKAR, STRATMANN CONSULTING
STRATEGY
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Beyond cost: Reframing Total Lean as 
competitive strategy
Lean is often misunderstood as a cost-cutting 
tool—a way to eliminate waste, reduce 
inventory, and improve efficiency. While these 
deliver some benefits, viewing Lean purely 
through a cost lens diminishes its strategic 
potential. Porter argued that competitive 
advantage arises from either cost leadership, 
focus or differentiation. However, he also 
emphasised that the most robust strategies are 
those that create unique value for customers. 
Total Lean transcends the cost-differentiation 
dichotomy by enabling organisations to deliver 
superior value built at lower cost, thereby 
redefining the competitive frontier.

Total Lean achieves this by systematically 
eliminating non-value-adding activities while 
enhancing the value-creating ones. The result is 
not just cheaper products, but better products 
delivered faster, more reliably, and often 
tailored to customers’ exact needs.

Total Lean stands out as the most effective 
strategy because it goes far beyond cost 
reduction or efficiency tools—it transforms the 
entire organisation into a continuously learning, 
waste-eliminating machine driven by purpose 
and people. Unlike traditional approaches that 
focus on isolated improvements, Total Lean 
integrates daily work with ongoing kaizen, 
ensuring that every employee is both executing 
and improving processes simultaneously. This 
creates a culture where problems are surfaced, 
solved at root cause, and prevented from 
recurring, leading to sustained performance 
rather than short-term gains. By aligning 
strategy, operations, and human development, 
Total Lean builds capabilities that competitors 
cannot easily replicate. The result is not just 
operational excellence, but a deeply embedded 
competitive advantage—one that continuously 
adapts, innovates, and delivers superior value to 
customers over the long term.

Total Lean: An enterprise-wide philosophy
The keyword here is Total. Lean cannot remain 
confined to the shop floor or operations 
department if it is to serve as a differentiation 
strategy. Total Lean extends across the entire 
enterprise: marketing, product development, 
supply chain management, product 
manufacture, customer service, finance and 
administrative processes, leadership and 
culture. Lean is not a set of tools but a way of 
thinking, doing and behaving — what Toyota 
calls Toyota Production System or The Toyota 
Way (described in Dr. Jeffery Liker’s book). 
It integrates principles such as continuous 
improvement (kaizen), respect for people, and 
long-term thinking. This systemic integration 
makes Lean difficult to imitate. Competitors can 
always copy tools like Kanban, TPM, VSM or 
5S etc., but without embedding the underlying 
philosophy, and practicing the principles they 
fail to achieve exceptional results. 

Total Lean, when embraced as an enterprise 
philosophy rather than a set of tools, 
fundamentally reshapes how an organisation 
thinks, acts, and improves. It aligns every 
function—customer interface, strategy, 
operations, and people development—
around the relentless elimination of waste 
and the creation of customer value. When 
implemented correctly, it builds a culture 
where abnormalities are immediately visible, 
problems are solved at their root, and learning 
becomes continuous. This leads to tangible gains 
such as higher productivity, superior quality, 
shorter lead times, and lower costs, but more 
importantly, it creates intangible strengths — 
engaged employees, stronger leadership at all 
levels, and an organisation capable of adapting 
quickly to change. Over time, these capabilities 
compound, delivering not just operational 
excellence but a resilient, self-renewing 
competitive advantage that is extremely difficult 
for competitors to replicate.
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Total Lean mindset as the differentiation 
strategy
A defining differentiator of Lean is its insistence 
on deep, structured thinking—well beyond 
surface-level problem solving. At its core, Lean 
compels organisations to anticipate failure 
rather than react to it, embedding correctness, 
quality, and robustness into the very design of 
products and processes. This is where Poka-Yoke 
(failure proofing) thinking becomes powerful: 
instead of relying on inspection or correction, 
it drives teams to design out the possibility of 
errors altogether. By rigorously analysing how 
a process can fail—human errors, variations 
in processes, variable actions, misalignment, 
misuse etc.—Lean thinking enables engineers 
and operators to build safeguards that make 
mistakes either impossible or immediately 
detectable. The result is profound: 80–90 per 
cent of potential problems are eliminated at 
the design stage itself, drastically reducing 
downstream firefighting, rework, and cost. This 
depth of thinking transforms quality from a 
control activity into a design outcome, creating 

processes that are inherently stable, reliable, 
and efficient. In this way, Total Lean is not just a 
methodology—it is a mindset that differentiates 
organisations by shifting effort from correction 
to prevention, unlocking superior performance 
and consistency.

Speed, flexibility, and responsiveness
One of the most powerful differentiators 
enabled by Total Lean is responsiveness. 
In traditional systems, long lead times, 
large batch sizes, and rigid processes make 
organisations slow to react. Total Lean, by 
contrast, emphasises flow, small lot sizes, and 
pull systems. This dramatically reduces lead 
times and increases flexibility. Customers 
increasingly value speed—not just in delivery, 
but in innovation and problem resolution too. A 
Lean organisation can introduce new products 
faster, respond quickly to changes in demand, 
and customise offerings without significant cost 
implications. This agility becomes a defining 
competitive advantage, especially in volatile 
markets.

STRATEGY
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Built in quality as a differentiator
Another cornerstone of Lean is built-in quality. 
Rather than inspecting defects out at the end, 
Lean systems focus on preventing them at the 
source. In Toyota Production System (TPS), 
practices like Jidoka ensure that problems are 
identified and addressed immediately. Workers 
are empowered to stop the production line if 
a defect is detected—a radical idea in many 
traditional organisations.

The result is not just fewer defects, but 
a culture of accountability and continuous 
improvement. Over time, this leads to 
superior product quality, which becomes a key 
differentiator in the marketplace. Customers 
may not always see the internal processes, but 
they experience the outcomes—reliability, 
consistency, safety and trust.

In Total Lean, quality is not a fixed target but a 
constantly advancing frontier, driven by the fifth 
principle articulated by James P. Womack and 
Daniel T. Jones in Lean Thinking—the pursuit of 
perfection. This principle compels organisations 
to view every process as improvable and every 
outcome as capable of being made better, 
embedding continuous improvement into the 
fabric of daily work. Over time, this relentless 
pursuit eliminates waste layer by layer, reduces 
variability, and strengthens process capability, 
leading to consistently higher levels of quality, 
reliability, and customer satisfaction. The long-
term gains are substantial: fewer defects, lower 
costs of poor quality, faster response times, 
and a workforce deeply engaged in problem 
solving and innovation. More importantly, the 
organisation develops a self-renewing system 
where improvement is not episodic but habitual, 
creating a dynamic competitive advantage that 
evolves faster than competitors can imitate.

Innovation through discipline
At first glance, Lean may appear to prioritise 
efficiency over innovation. However, thinkers 
like Prahalad and Hamel challenge this notion. 

They argue that management of innovation—the 
ability to rethink how organisations are run—is 
itself a powerful source of competitive advantage. 
Total Lean fosters innovation in several ways: 
•	 Structured problem solving- Lean 

encourages root cause analysis and scientific 
thinking. This disciplined approach leads to 
deeper insights and more robust solutions. 

•	 Employee engagement- By involving 
employees at all levels in continuous 
improvement, Lean taps into a vast reservoir 
of ideas. Innovation is no longer confined to 
few or centralised, it is widely distributed 
across the organisation. 

•	 Rapid experimentation- Lean encourages 
small, incremental changes rather than large, 
risky bets. This enables faster learning and 
adaptation. 

•	 Customer focus- By relentlessly focusing 
on value from the customer’s perspective, 
Lean ensures that innovation is aligned with 
real needs. Lean does not stifle creativity—it 
channels it into productive, value-creating 
directions.

Culture as competitive advantage
Perhaps the hardest element of Total Lean to 
replicate is its cultural core. In TPS, respect 
for people is as fundamental as efficiency. 
Employees are not treated as resources, but 
as partners in improvement. Leaders act as 
coaches, not controllers. The result is a culture 
defined by continuous learning, openness to 
change, accountability, ownership, and seamless 
cross-functional collaboration. Such a culture 
is inherently adaptive and resilient. It allows 
organisations to absorb shocks, respond to 
change, and sustain performance over time. 
As Porter observed, enduring advantage 
stems from activities deeply embedded within 
the organisation. Culture is the most deeply 
embedded of them all—and therefore the least 
imitable. Competitive advantage, however, is 
never obsolete; Total Lean can keep you moving 
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as fast as your business needs. What becomes 
obsolete are the ways organisations pursue it. 
In that reality, culture is not just a source of 
advantage—it is the engine that continually 
renews it. Organisations that get this right do 
not chase advantage; they regenerate it, again 
and again.

Total Lean can itself be seen as a profound 
innovation pioneered by Toyota through the 
Toyota Production System—one that aligns 
closely with the “doing more for less” paradigm 
described by Clayton M. Christensen in his 
theory of innovation. Unlike conventional 
innovations that focus on new products 
or technologies, Total Lean redefines how 
value is created by listening to customers, 
systematically eliminating waste, simplifying 
processes, and maximising the use of human 
creativity. It is an innovation in thinking and 
management that enables organisations to 
deliver more value—higher quality, better 
reliability, faster response, improved safety 
and service—while using fewer resources, less 
time, and lower cost. By embedding principles 
such as flow, pull, built-in quality, and respect 
for people, the philosophy creates a self-
reinforcing system of continuous improvement. 
Over time, this ensures that performance is 
not static but progressively advancing, allowing 
organisations to consistently elevate value 
delivery across every dimension, making 
Total Lean not just an operational model but a 
sustained engine of innovation and competitive 
advantage.

The strategic fit of total lean
Strategy is about fit—the alignment and 
mutual reinforcement of activities. Total Lean 
exemplifies this principle. Process efficiency 
supports faster delivery. Faster delivery 
enhances customer satisfaction. Customer 
satisfaction drives demand and share. Increased 
demand justifies expansion. Each element 
reinforces the others, creating a virtuous 

cycle. Moreover, Lean aligns internal processes 
with external value. It ensures that every 
activity contributes meaningfully to customer 
satisfaction, eliminating the disconnect that 
often exists in traditional organisations.

Total Lean is a strategic fit across virtually 
all business processes because it is not tied to 
a specific industry or technology—it is built 
on universal principles of value creation, waste 
elimination, flow, and respect for people. 
Every enterprise, whether in manufacturing 
or services, operates through processes that 
convert inputs into outputs for a customer. 
Total Lean focuses on making these processes 
visible, stable, and continuously improvable, 
regardless of context. This universality is why 
the philosophy pioneered by Toyota through 
the Toyota Production System translates so 
effectively across sectors.

In manufacturing domains such as 
automobiles, auto components, aerospace, 
defence, electronics, two-wheelers, jewelry, 
and process industries, Total Lean drives 
synchronised flow, reduces inventory, 
builds quality at source, and shortens lead 
times. It transforms complex supply chains 
into responsive systems while improving 
productivity and capital efficiency. 

In industries like pharmaceuticals and 
chemicals, where compliance and precision are 
critical, Lean strengthens process discipline, 
traceability, and error-proofing, ensuring both 
quality and regulatory adherence.

In services—IT, retail, hospitality, and 
healthcare—the same principles apply, though 
the “product” is intangible. Lean streamlines 
information flow, reduces waiting time, 
eliminates rework, and enhances customer 
experience. In healthcare, it can mean fewer 
errors and faster patient care; in IT, faster 
deployment cycles and reduced defects; in 
retail and hospitality, better service consistency 
and responsiveness. Across all these sectors, 
Lean replaces firefighting with structured 



28   I N D I A N  M A N A G E M E N T   J U L Y  2 0 2 6   

problem solving and embeds continuous 
improvement into daily work.

What makes Total Lean strategically 
powerful is its ability to align every 
function—operations, support processes, and 
leadership—toward a common goal: delivering 
maximum value with minimum waste. When 
implemented as an enterprise philosophy, 
it creates organisations that are not only 
efficient but adaptive, resilient, and relentlessly 
improving. This makes Total Lean less of a 
‘method’ and more of a universal operating 
system for sustained competitive advantage, 
applicable anywhere value is created.

From operational excellence to strategic 
differentiation
Many organisations do well in operational 
distinction but fail to translate it into strategic 
differentiation. They become efficient but not 
distinctive. Total Lean bridges this gap by linking 
operational practices to strategic outcomes. 
It ensures that efficiency gains are not merely 
cost savings but enablers of superior value. For 
example:
-Reduced lead times enable faster market entry 
-Improved quality enhances brand reputation 
-Flexible processes allow for customisation 
-Engaged employees drive continuous innovation

These are not isolated benefits—they are 
strategic capabilities that define how the 
organisation competes.

Challenges and blunders
While the potential of Total Lean is significant, 
its implementation is not without challenges. 
Common pitfalls include:
-Treating Lean as a toolkit rather than a 
philosophy and a way of thinking. 
-Focusing solely on cost reduction. 
-Ignoring the cultural dimension. 
-Implementing Lean in silos rather than 
enterprise-wide (customer interface to last 
vendor). 

Such approaches lead to superficial results and 
eventual disillusionment. True differentiation 
requires commitment at the highest levels 
of leadership and a willingness to rethink 
fundamental assumptions about how the 
organisation operates.

Secret of Total Lean success: What is your 
daily ‘job’?

In lean manufacturing, a ‘job’ is not merely 
the execution of assigned tasks—it is a 
disciplined combination of daily work and 
continuous improvement (kaizen). This dual 
responsibility ensures that performance is both 
stable in the present and progressively better in 
the future.

Daily work forms the foundation. It begins 
with strict compliance to standards, which 
represent the best-known way to perform 
a task. Without adherence, consistency and 
quality cannot be sustained. However, lean 
recognises that deviations are inevitable. This 
is where abnormality management becomes 
critical: identifying deviations from standards 
as they occur and restoring conditions back 
to normal quickly. The aim is not to tolerate 
variation but to make it visible and correct it 
immediately.

Equally important is problem solving, the 
central focus of daily work. While abnormality 
management restores the status quo, problem 
solving goes deeper—it seeks to eliminate 
root causes so that the same issue does not 
recur. This shifts the organisation from reactive 
firefighting to proactive learning.

Overlaying daily work is kaizen, the 
continuous pursuit of improvement. Kaizen is 
not an occasional activity but an integral part 
of every job. It involves setting new, higher 
standards once current ones are stabilised. 
Each improvement becomes the new baseline, 
creating a cycle of ongoing progress.

Thus, in lean manufacturing, a job is a 
dynamic construct: maintain standards today, 
solve problems to secure tomorrow, and 
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continuously raise the bar for the future.
JOB = DAILY WORK + KAIZEN.
DAILY WORK = Complying to standards + 

Abnormality management + Problem solving. 
KAIZEN is setting new higher standards in 

customer satisfaction, value delivery, systems, 
process, flow velocity, space utilisation, 
problem solving, training, learning, workplace 
organisation, cost reduction etc.

Conclusion: Lean as a way of competing
Total Lean is not just about doing things 
better—it is about doing better things, in better 
ways, consistently. By integrating the proven 
practices of the Toyota Production System and 
the strategic insights of Porter, the innovation 
mindset of Prahalad and Hamel, organisations 
can transform to becoming Total Lean from an 
operational tool into a powerful differentiation 
strategy. In a world where competitors can 
quickly copy tools, products and technologies, 
the ability to continuously improve, innovate, 
and deliver superior value becomes the ultimate 
advantage. Total Lean provides exactly that—a 

system that not only enhances performance but 
reshapes how organisations compete, evolve, 
and succeed.

Ultimately, Total Lean gives the greatest 
Competitive Advantage because it is not a 
tactic, but a deeply embedded capability 
that competitors cannot easily replicate, and 
embedded in its fifth principle of improvisation 
from learning that can make it almost 
perpetual. Rooted in the principles of the 
Toyota Production System and aligned with 
Michael Porter’s concept of strategic fit, it 
integrates people, processes, and purpose 
into a self-reinforcing system of continuous 
improvement.

At the same time, it reflects the belief of 
Prahlad and Hamel that innovation must be 
organisation-wide, not isolated. Because Total 
Lean builds a culture where everyone improves, 
innovates, and responds to change every 
day, it creates an advantage that is dynamic, 
compounding, and enduring—one that not only 
outperforms competitors, but steadily makes 
them irrelevant. 
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