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Leading Big, Hairy System 

Improvements… 

So what makes leading 

big, hairy system-level 

improvements so 

challenging? 



Information (vs. Industrial) 

Age Thinking 

 Big, hairy system improvements CANNOT be 

led today using Industrial Age thinking! 

 

 

Source:  Steven Covey, The 8th Habit: From Effectiveness to Greatness, Franklin Covey, 2004 



Look Familiar? 



Very Visible! 

The Government System 

 Politics 

 

 Policy 

 
 

 Performance (the ‘pipes’) 

 

 People 

 

 

 

Big impact... 

Huge ideas! 

Source: Ken Miller, Where Change Really Happens in Government Service to Customers 
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Spokane County’s Improvement 

Focus 

First see and 

then unkink 

our ‘pipes’ so 

our customers 

get what they 

value very 

quickly! 

 Politics 

 

 Policy 

 
 

 Performance (the ‘pipes’) 

 

 People 

 

 

 

Huge ideas! 

Big impact... 

Service to Customers Source: Ken Miller, Where Change Really Happens in Government 



Traditional vs. Lean Process 

Improvement 

 

 

 

 

■ Traditional process improvement focuses primarily 

on speeding up value-added (‘Work’) activities 

■ These are usually visible activities (people-focused) 
 

■ Lean process improvement focuses on eliminating 

the non-value-added (‘Wait’) activities! 

■ These are usually invisible activities (process-focused) 
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Most Processes… 

Value-Added 

(5%) 

Non-Value-Added 

(95%) 

Defects/Corrections 

Overproduction 

Waiting 

Not Utilizing Employee Talent 

Transportation/Moving 

Inventory 

Motion 

Excessive Processing 

 

“Six percent of the problems we 

experience can be traced to 

people.  Ninety-four percent are 

inside the systems.” 
                                                         

W. Edwards Deming 



Visible WorkSource Spokane 

Systems (2010-2012)… 



Our 4-Step Big, Hairy System 

Improvement Methodology 

 Step 1 – Visible Training and Forced ‘Doing’ 
  4-Week Lean Leadership Course initially focused on senior leaders 

GOAL:  Make invisible ‘waste’ visible and empower staff to remove it 

 Step 2 – Visible Processes (‘Pipes’) and Projects 
 Visual process management/improvement with daily huddles  

GOAL:  Make invisible processes visible and empower staff to unkink them 

 Step 3 – Visible System Goals (Strategic Planning) 
 ‘Catchball’ strategic planning process (the ‘why’ and the ‘where’) 

GOAL:  Make big, hairy system goals visible and empower staff to get us there 

(the ‘what’ and the ‘how’) 

 Step 4 – Visible Performance Monitoring 
 Improvements Portal; Baldrige performance excellence framework 

GOAL:  Make system performance visible with frequent, transparent monitoring 

 



Step 1 – Visible Training and 

Forced ‘Doing’ 
 4-Week Lean Leadership Course  

 Session 1 – Lean Basics (see the ‘waste’) 

 Session 2 – Process Management (see the ‘pipes’ and the projects) 

 Session 3 – Visual Management/Daily Huddles (see the ‘pipes’ unkinking) 

 Session 4 – Lean Leadership (see leaders leading ‘pipe’ unkinking activities) 

 All complete an improvement project during the course 

 10 courses completed with 156 graduates to date! 

 

Problem-Solving Storyboard 



Step 2 – Visible Processes and 

Projects 

 Visual management and daily huddles 



Superior Court Family Law 

Self-Help Resource Board 

“The Resource Board is brilliant! Many 

of my clients have raved about it being 

so helpful and self-directing.”  
Madeline Kardong, The Mediation Center   



Treasurer’s Office Payment and 

Teller Boards 

Payment Board 
 

Tracks payment processing time 

which came in through the mail  

 

Results:  Has reduced average 

processing time from 20 days (before 

board) to 7 days (after board) 

Teller Board 
 

Tracks the count of over-the-counter 

payments processed by each teller 

 

Results:  Teller payment loads are much 

more balanced 



Utilities Sewer Connection 

Inspection Report Board 

 Goal to cut time to 6 

working days 

 Random sampling 

approach put in place 

 Informal ‘huddles’ are 

held by team members 

to track progress 

“As of October 7th, we achieved 

our goal of cutting the time in 

half to 6 working days!” 

Kevin Cooke, Utilities Director 



Parks and Recreation Dept. 

Project Visibility Board 

“We use our Vis-Board daily for monitoring projects and improving 

communication within our department.  This has been very 

helpful, especially to our line staff.” 
 

Doug Chase, Parks and Recreation Dept. Director 



Step 3 – Visible System Goals 

(Strategic Planning)  



Our Performance Excellence 

Framework… 

Malcolm Baldrige Performance Excellence Framework 



Our 2015 ‘Catchball’ Process 
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September 

3 county 

strategies for 

each key 

objective 

3 prioritized 

county projects 

for each key 

objective  

Agree on 

strategies 

and 

prioritized 

projects Agree on 

strategies 

and 

projects 

Department 

strategies and 

projects Load 

into 

Portal 



Key Objective Team Template 



Step 4 – Visible Performance 

Monitoring 

 County Improvements Portal 
 Launched in  

February 2014 

 Internally-

developed 

intranet site 

 Projects and 

performance 

visible to staff 

 Averaging 2+ 

new projects 

per work day! 

 



Improvement Projects and 

Savings 



Department Dashboard 

Real-Time 

Monitoring Criteria 

 Project status 

 Completion 

dates 

 Key Objective 

coverage 



Improvement Proposals 

 Solution-based suggestion system (STP) 



Success Stories! 

 Success stories 

captured at 

project completion 

 1 – 2 stories 

shared by staff 

with BoCC each 

month in a public 

forum 

 Most recent 

success story 

appears on home 

page 



Self-Insured Worker’s 

Compensation Success Story 

Steve Bartel  
Risk Management Director 

(509) 477-6113 

sbartel@spokanecounty.org  

The Problem… 

mailto:sbartel@spokanecounty.org


2014 Self-Insured Worker’s 

Compensation Results 

2013 vs. 2014 

Time Loss (TL) Paid 

http://www.spokesman.com/stories/2014/jul/29/bringing-injured-workers-back-for-light-duty-a/  

2014 Cost Savings 

$189K 

to date! 

http://www.spokesman.com/stories/2014/jul/29/bringing-injured-workers-back-for-light-duty-a/
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Parks and Recreation Special 

Event Permit Success Story 

 2013 Customer Experience… 

 

 

 

 

 2014 Customer Experience… 

= 13.6 days … 

= 1.1 days ! 



Utility Billing Success Story 

http://www.spokesman.com/stories/2014/apr/19/county-to-collaborate-on-utility-bill-payments/  
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Commissioner Shelly O’Quinn – 

Leading Big Change 

 Elected in November 2012 

 First term as Spokane 

County Commissioner 

 Previously worked as 

Director of Education and 

Workforce Development for 

Greater Spokane 

Incorporated (GSI) 

 LEAN champion! 

 

Commissioner 

Todd Mielke 

Commissioner 

Al French 



A Final Thought… 

...so let’s increasingly make our invisible ‘pipes’ 

visible and systematically unkink them to allow our 

high-value services to flow FAST to our customers!  

http://www.wallpaperlibrary.net/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/albert_einstein_wallpapers_quotes.jpg

