
Lean in Iowa State Government:  
An interview with Teresa Hay McMahon
The words ‘government,’ ‘red tape’ and ‘waste’ often occur in the same sentence, but 
several states are trying to change this stereotype. Taking notes from business lead-
ers in their own communities, states such as Michigan, Iowa, Minnesota, Delaware 
and Nebraska are integrating lean principles into their departments and services. 

The Iowa State Government knows lean. In 
fact, they created an office, a website, and a 
day of celebra-
tion for it.

For Iowa, the 
transition to lean 
started back in 
June 2003 in the 
Department of 
Natural Re-
sources (DNR) 
where customer 
complaints 
were escalating 
about the typical 
62-day delay in 
obtaining Air 
Quality New Source Construction Permits. 
Businesses were frustrated and the depart-
ment did not have the funding to improve  
its processes. 

A proposition was made. A coalition of busi-
nesses offered to pay for a kaizen event to 
see what could be done. After the event, the 
permit time decreased from 62 days to 12 
days and within 6 months they eliminated 
a backlog of 600 applications and further 
reduced the lead time to 6 days. A commit-
ment was forged between the businesses and 
the DNR to form a public-private partner-
ship for continuous improvement. The first 
official event was held in March 2004 and 
throughout the year, the kaizens continued 

with similarly impressive results eliminating 
some of the “greatest pain” (see DNR sidebar, 

page 3).

Other Iowa 
agencies began 
talking about 
the DNR 
results. Soon, 
departments 
such as Cultural 
Affairs, Public 
Safety, and 
Human Services 
wanted to 
sponsor kaizen 
events and by 
August 2005, the 

state governor, Tom Vilsack, announced 
that all government agencies would support 
lean. The Office of Lean Enterprise was 
formed in 2006.

Teresa Hay McMahon never figured she 
would have such a varied career in govern-
ment. She was working in the Director’s office 
at the Department of Natural Resources back 
in 2003 when the department committed 
to implementing Lean and she was told to 
“make it happen.” After coordinating mul-
tiple events, working with other agencies and 
helping with strategic planning and organiza-
tion, McMahon was asked to assist with the 
government-wide adoption of lean, eventually 
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transitioning to work for the Department 
of Management and spearheading the 
Performance Results Team. Lean is just 
one of the programs McMahon handles 
in addition to her role with organizational 
development and community empower-
ment for the Executive Branch of the Iowa 
State Government. But it is a role she 
takes seriously and with great enthusiasm. 

“When we started with the kaizens, we 
focused on improving the processes that 
had the greatest pain or largest customer 
complaints,” explains McMahon. “That 
was initializing or phase one of our lean 
implementation. Now, in our fifth year, 
we are holding policy deployment sessions 
and beginning to strategically identify 
very specific objectives that will help im-
prove the organization over the next year. 
This is phase two, the optimizing stage. 
The third and final phase is the long-term 
goal, the transformative stage, and that is 
when lean becomes the way everyone does 
business every day.”  

“Departments, especially the ones such as 
the DNR who really understand lean, are 
working on a range of issues, leadership 
changes, and best management practices. 
You can see the overall effort to make these 
departments top performing agencies.”

The toughest part of any organization-
wide program is dealing with the attitudes 
and resistance to change from employees. 
When people do not understand the 
process, they often feel threatened, picked 
on, and believe a kaizen is a management 
plot to lay everyone off.  

“During our initial kaizen, I wondered 
how someone that had never worked in 
wastewater treatment could come into 
our offices and tell us how to improve our 
tasks within a week,” says McMahon. “We 
would have conference calls with our pri-
vate sector contact who kept insisting that 
he didn’t need to know the particulars. I 
realize now that it’s all about understand-
ing the lean methodology.” 

McMahon has plenty of success stories to 
share. Last fall, the Iowa Veterans Home 

examined the time it takes for medica-
tion to be ordered by a physician, leave 
the pharmacy and be administered to 
the resident. This process was rife with 
opportunities for mistakes with over 700 
residents, most on multiple medications. 
During the kaizen, the team members 
identified that six key factors must be 
“right” – the right resident, drug, time, 
route, dose and documentation. They 
standardized medication delivery and 

stocking supplies for all units, developed 
off-shift communications, and decided to 
use cell phones instead of pagers. In the 
end, they decreased the number of steps 
in the medication administration process 
by 50% and decreased the number of 
decisions made by 81%. They decreased 
time delays by 69% and cut down hand-
offs by 57%. 

With results like this, Iowa is finding that 
any initial resistance shown by employees 
is quickly replaced with an overflow of 
new ideas about where else to apply this 
methodology. 

And the enthusiasm is contagious. In June 
2007, the Iowa DNR along with govern-
ment departments in Nebraska, Kansas 
and Missouri worked together with the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) Region 7 and EPA Headquarters to 
determine a better process for collabora-
tion on water quality standards. 

“There is often a lack of trust between 
state and federal agencies,” says McMa-
hon. “People do not understand each 
other’s roles and things can get messy. 
We recognized that water quality was an 
issue for all of us and we recommended 
bringing everyone together. We had the 
event in Kansas City where the EPA is 

located and delivered specific results. We 
also developed an understanding between 
the states and the EPA. We know we are 
working toward the same goal.” 

Results from the Water Quality Standards 
kaizen included:

• Reducing EPA steps from 50 to 26

• Reducing EPA handoffs from 17 to 14

• Reducing EPA decisions from 6 to 3

“It’s easy to see the tangible results with 
streamlined workflows and faster turn-
arounds for permits or approvals,” notes 
McMahon. “But the intangible results are 
just as impressive. For instance, the De-
partment of Corrections (DOC) had an 
event to improve its offender re-entry pro-
cess. DOC employees now start working 
with and talking to offenders from their 
first day about returning to the communi-
ty. How can you put a price on a positive 
change in the mindset of an offender?”

To help foster participation in lean and 
promote understanding among its depart-
ments and agencies, the Office of Lean 
Enterprise created its own website at 
http://lean.iowa.gov. The site describes the 
basics of lean, answers frequently asked 
questions, provides overviews of the tools 
used including kaizen, six sigma, and 5S, 
and offers resources for hosting events 
including contracts, checklists, and a Lean 
in Government Starter Kit. 

The website started out as an internal 
resource to help departments, but so 
many other states and agencies asked the 
same questions, it began to include more 
and more information. Many of the tools 
on the site the Iowa agencies developed 
themselves, while others are from private 
sector contacts and sponsors. 

“This is the wonderful thing about lean,” 
says McMahon. “Everyone is supportive 
and shares information. In fact, I had 
been working regularly with agencies from 
other states and we thought, ‘Wouldn’t 
it be great if we could all get together?’” 
A few months later, while on business in 
Washington state with the lean consulting 

“What is most fascinating to me is 
that we have yet to find a process 
where Lean cannot be applied.”  

— Teresa Hay McMahon, 
Performance Results Director
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group, Guidon Performance Solutions, 
the idea really came to fruition. 

“We decided we wanted to do this and 
with a relatively short turnaround, we 
co-hosted the first Lean Government 
Exchange with help from Guidon. 
The event had a turnout of 70 people 
representing federal and state government 
agencies from 20 states. We were excited 
about taking 
the lead on 
this. One 
of the real 
challenges of 
any program 
is keeping 
commitment, 
especially 
through 
administration 
changes. Iowa 
is serious 
about lean 
and that is why our current governor, 
Chet Culver, declared October 2, the 
first day of the 2007 Exchange, as Lean 
Government Day in Iowa.” 

This fall, October 21-23, Iowa will again 
co-host the second annual Lean Gov-
ernment Exchange in conjunction with 
Guidon. This forum and networking op-
portunity will bring together federal, state, 
municipal, and county government agen-
cies from across the United States so that 
they can learn from each other and better 
understand how to apply lean to “elimi-
nate waste, standardize workflow, reduce 
backlogs and decrease process complexity.” 

Iowa’s lean journey has been championed 
by experienced businesses in the private 
sector. Currently it is transitioning to 
move the lean leadership internally to 
the public sector. Private sector participa-
tion is still critical, but the government is 
ready for the change. 

 “We have formed the Lean Government 
Collaborative and the Iowa Executive 
Branch is now driving the program,” 
explains McMahon. “We have been very 
fortunate with the tremendous assistance 
from our private sector partners. The 
process of continuous improvement is 
extremely empowering for people. Right 
now, we’re focused on developing our 

internal capacity on our lead agencies and 
sustaining our gains.”

“What is most fascinating to me is that 
we have yet to find a process where lean 
cannot be applied,” says McMahon.

The Iowa State Government keeps an  
updated listing of Lean Business Process  
Improvements on its website and the tally, 
as of May 30, stands at 82 events com-
pleted with 9 more scheduled in 2008. 

Learn more at  
http://lean.iowa.gov/results.html
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Department	 Year	 Business Process							      Old Process	 New Process

DNR 		  2004 	 Air Quality Complex Permit 					     214 days 	 180 days 

DNR 		  2004 	 Clean Water Construction Project Permits 				    28 months 	 4.5 months 

DNR 		  2004 	 Landfill Permits 							       187 days 	 30 days 

DNR 		  2004 	 Leaking Underground Storage Tanks Corrective Action Decision 	 1,124 days 	 90 days 

DNR 		  2004 	 NPDES (Wastewater) 						      425 days 	 15 days 

DNR 		  2004 	 Sovereign Lands Permits: Environmental Reviews 			   163 days 	 86 days 

Working the problems at Kaizen

Kaizens in Iowa Department of Natural  Resources, 2004



This December, the Fisher College of  
Business at The Ohio State University is 
expanding its curriculum to offer a one-
year Masters of  Business in Operational 
Excellence (MBOE). The new program 
provides managers with the opportunity 
to gain leadership skills essential for 
improving company-wide productivity and 
performance through short intense periods 
of  learning on campus balanced with 
specific real-world project assignments. 
Peter Ward, a professor at the Fisher 
College of  Business, announced the 
program at the Lean Enterprise Institute’s 
Lean Transformation Summit in March.

“The response has been enormous,” 
explains Ward. “Already, we’ve had sixty 
candidates express interest. We will have 
space for twenty students in our inaugural 
year. This will allow us to manage 
and streamline the new program. In 
subsequent years, we expect to allow forty 
students into the MBOE annually.”

The Fisher College of  Business regularly 
offers classes and workshops in lean meth-
ods, supply chain optimization, and Six 
Sigma for high potential managers through 
its Center for Operational Excellence 
(COE). Creating an accredited program 

was a logical step based on the expertise 
of  the professors and the popularity of  
this curriculum.

“For ten years, we’ve been teaching lean 
in our MBA program. We’ve included Six 

Sigma and expanded these classes to both 
the undergraduate and PhD levels. Every 
business student leaves with a strong 
background in the basics of  lean. People 
who have taken classes at the Center for 
Operational Excellence consistently ask 
us about getting exposure to lean through 
an academic program. After a rigorous 
accreditation process, we are proud to 
offer this unique Masters program.” 

The cornerstone of  the MBOE is the 
integrative Capstone Project, which offers 
students the opportunity to lead a major 
improvement project at their respective 
corporation. 

“This program provides Socratic 
learning, accelerating the development 
of  lean managers. Classroom education 
is facilitated by world renowned faculty 
who are leaders in operational excellence. 
Students take this classroom knowledge 
back to their organization and act on a 
continuous improvement project with 
the support and benefits of  executive 
sponsorship from their employer and one-
on-one mentoring from a faculty advisor. 
This three-way interactive relationship 
and the cycle of  learning and applying the 
knowledge is exciting for both students 
and faculty.”

Fisher College of  Business is accepting 
applications now for the 2009 MBOE. 
For more information about the 
program, visit the Center for Operational 
Excellence website:  
http://fisher.osu.edu/centers/coe

For more information about the 
MBOE program, visit the Center for 
Operational Excellence website at 
http://fisher.osu.edu/centers/coe
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Educating the Next Generation of Lean Thinkers
Fisher College of Business adds a new program aimed at excellence



Finally. A straightforward, no-acronym, no 
jargon discussion on lean in the healthcare 
setting. Going Lean: Busing Barriers to 
Patient Flow, a recent publication from 
Health Administrative Press is an easily 
digestible, informative book that educates 
senior healthcare managers about improv-
ing patient flow, the ultimate measure of  
healthcare quality and efficiency. 

Going Lean begins by talking about the 
basic principles of  making changes in 
an organization and describing the three 
necessary steps to improving any process: 
(1) identifying the important issues,  
(2) communicating the issues to others, 
and (3) addressing the issues in a way that 
fosters solutions. After an introduction to 
the lean method, the next chapters cover 
basic and more advanced case studies. 
Every example in the book reinforces 
the core principles. The concepts of  

bottlenecks and barriers, push and pull, 
batch, and upstream and downstream 
processes are seamlessly interwoven into 
the case studies.

Going Lean assumes the reader has a 
grasp of  basic Lean concepts and explains 
the methodology without the mystique. 
Best of  all, the authors allow the problems 
and solutions to speak for themselves. 
The clear language and the steadfast 
commitment to improving patient flow 
keeps the dialogue focused. Detailed 
examples from clinics, general hospitals, 
emergency departments, laboratories, 
admissions, surgery, inpatient care, and 
long-term care stimulate readers to easily 
understand how to identify and act on 
issues in their own organizations.

This book concentrates on creative strate-
gies that keep patients moving throughout 
a visit or treatment; but managers will 

quickly realize the direct correlation to 
reduced costs and increased profits that 
result. Increased morale from the work-
ers is often noted and improvements in 
department communications is obvious 
as a result of  the teamwork and greater 
understanding of  everyone’s role in each 
department. Without pounding you over 
the head with explanatory exposition, 
Going Lean offers an inspiring, intelli-
gent discussion and recommendations for 
integrating lean in healthcare. 

LEAN BOOKSHELF: 
Going Lean: Busting Barriers to Patient Flow
Amy C. Smith, Robert Barry, Clifford E. Brubaker
Copyright ©2008 by the Foundation of  the American College of  Healthcare Executives
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In Managing to Learn: Using the 
A3 process to solve problems, gain 
agreement, manage, mentor, and lead, 
Jim Shook integrates 25 years of  experience 
in A3 management into this educational 
story about an individual’s journey 
from middle manager to lean thinker. 
Managing to Learn follows Desi Porter 
of  Acme Manufacturing as he faces project 
challenges and, using the A3 method, 
becomes a champion of  investigation and 
deployment. Alongside Porter’s story in 
separate text on the right of  each page 
is a connected storyline featuring Ken 
Sanderson, Porter’s supervisor and mentor. 
This dual perspective offers readers an 
explanation of  A3 and the thought process 
behind it. Each section includes descriptive 

callouts to further explain terminology 
and summarizes key questions the reader 
should ask when developing their own A3.  
The appendices offer guidelines for getting 
started and five actual A3s for reference. In 
the foreword, Jim Womack states, “Perhaps 
most extraordinarily, this volume shows 
how the better method of  management is 
taught and learned through dialogue about 
concrete problems.” Strong on examples, 
the book reveals typical pitfalls and 
frustrations in learning this new tool but 
drives home the message that transitioning 
to A3 can unite an organization, stimulating 
innovation and problem-solving and 
delivering results. 

A3 management, grounded in lean 
methodology, uses a one-page project 

summary to present situations, solutions, 
action plans and accountability. After 
reviewing this book, readers will be able to 
create their own detailed A3 reports and 
apply them to the workplace. Experience 
is the best teacher, but Managing to 
Learn offers a solid foundation for this 
continuous journey. 

Managing to Learn 
John Shook, foreword by Jim Womack
Copyright ©2008 by The Lean Enterprise Institute



LEAN EVENTS

276 Newport Road, Suite 206 
New London, NH 03257

Lean and Green Summit 
July 17-18 | Boulder, CO

The U.S. EPA encourages companies to 
apply lean principles to environmental 
concerns. The Lean and Green Summit  
will help companies currently using lean  
to focus more specifically on sustainability 
and reducing energy consumption. Visit  
www.leanandgreensummit.com for 
more info.

Rethinking Supply Chain and 
Logistics Management 
August 12-13 | Durham, NC

What is logistics and supply stream 
management and how does lean apply  
to these business disciplines? The lean 
journey  begins inside the four walls of   
the manufacturing facility and extends  
to the supply base and its customers.  
For more information, visit the Lean  
Enterprise Institute’s workshop calendar  
at www.lean.org.

Lean-Six Sigma: Two Powerful 
Continuous Improvement  
Strategies Combined 
September 8-9 | Foxboro, MA 

Attend this unique workshop to discover 
how big and small companies are combining 
the best of  Lean and Six Sigma to streamline 
their operations and succeed in today’s 
competitive global economy. Workshop 
attendees will get a first-hand look at how the 
host company, Invensys, combines Lean and 
Six Sigma on the assembly floor and see the 
performance gains in productivity and quality 
that the company has achieved. For more 
information, call 224-232-5980 or visit  
events at www.ame.org.

 
Lean Management Accounting 
Sept 9-10 | Durham, NC

This two-day workshop for finance teams 
and senior management focuses on the 
critical need to align accounting practices 
with lean and restore clarity to financial 
reporting. Participate in a simulation 

highlighting the impact of  one-piece flow 
on financial systems and learn the basic 
principles of  a Lean Measurement System. 
Instructors are Jean Cunningham and  
Orest Fiume, co-authors of  the Shingo 
Prize winning book, Real Numbers, 
Management Accounting in a Lean 
Organization. Visit www.tbmcg.com/
workshops for more information. 

4th Annual Lean Accounting Summit  
September 17-18 | Las Vegas, NV
Join more than 500 top-level executives 
from across the globe for what has become 
the catalyst for change in progressive, 
forward-thinking companies like Boeing, 
LaZBoy, Capital One, Glad Manufacturing, 
Parker Hannifin, and hundreds more. Stiles 
Associates’ CFO, Jean Cunningham,  
will be presenting a half-day workshop  
and two breakout sessions at this year’s 
event. To learn more about these sessions 
and about other event activities, visit  
www.leanaccountingsummit.com.
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