Operational Excellence: Gemba
Setting: Two managers are in an office for a movie theatre.  Manager 1 begins behind a desk reviewing sales data. Manager 2 is standing to the left of the desk also looking at the data. 

Manager 1
I just don't understand why slushy sales aren't getting better. All of our concessions employees have completed the training, and we've even incentivized slushy sales for the employees.

Manager 2
Yeah, it's pretty frustrating. Have you done a Gemba Walk?

Manager 1
 A what?

Manager 2 
Gemba is a Japanese term that means, “the real place.” In practice, it means where and how the work is currently being done. In manufacturing, going to Gemba may mean going to the shop floor.  In a hospital, it may mean going to registration or a hospital unit. Essentially, Gemba is the location where value is created in your business. When you hear the phrase, “Go to Gemba,” it means going to the real place, watching the real process, and collecting real facts and data. 

Manager 1
Yeah, I pretty much did that. I was in the concessions area on Saturday and the new employees were having a hard time keeping up with the customers. So I ended up jumping in to help make popcorn and pretzel bites.

Manager 2
I'm sure the crew really appreciated your help. Assisting with the process is not the same as observing the process, which is the purpose of Gemba. A Gemba Walk has a purpose to observe a specific process with the intent to learn. You go to Gemba to demonstrate a genuine sense of curiosity, interest and to understand the reality of the situation. In an observer role, you would only intervene if there were a safety or emergent issue.

Manager 1
Okay then. So how do I do a Gemba Walk?

Manager 2
Glad you asked! Here are five steps to help you Gemba Walk like a box office success. 
[First list item: Know the Purpose]. Start off by knowing the purpose. For example,we want to understand what is causing your slushy sales to be so low. Identify in advance what you want to learn from your Gemba Walk and define specifically what you want to observe: Start to stop. We’ll observe the slushy sales process from the moment a customer walks up to concessions to their exit from the concessions area. And no matter how good it smells, don't get distracted by the popcorn.

[Second list item: Know the Gemba]. You can start to prepare for your Gemba Walk once you've defined the purpose and the scope of the walk. You as the Observer will want to reflect on the environment, documented procedures and what are the upstream and downstream impacts of the process. Prepare a list of questions related to the process. Answers to these questions may come from observation, but also from asking employees about their experience. For example, here are some questions related to our slushy problem. 
[Image shows the following questions: 
· Is equipment in good repair, well maintained?
· Is there anything getting in the way of selling slushies to the customers?
· Are staff following documented procedures?]
You also want to prepare your staff. Nothing is more unnerving than when the boss shows up unannounced and is just watching. Let the staff know when you are going to Gemba. Tell them when you're coming, why you are observing, and what you will and will not be doing.

Manager 1
Aren't they going to hate that and feel like they're under a microscope? 

Manager 2
That's a good call out. It may be uncomfortable at first. Imagine yourself in the shoes of your staff if you showed up unannounced. They know slushy sales are down and how important it is to the leaders to meet the sales targets. Maybe none of them are earning that slushy incentive, and it feels like a lost cause. Now, let's imagine the boss schedules time to be in the workplace for the purpose of understanding. How do you think employees will start to feel if it became the norm for them to share their real experiences and challenges?

Manager 1
I guess it gives employees a voice. Emphasizes that their feedback is valued and involves them in the problem solving. 

Manager 2 Exactly! It's creating a culture of Gemba, one of continuous improvement where the mindset is observed to understand, not punish. That's not just going to improve your slushy sales, it's also going to improve your employee engagement.

Okay, so you know your purpose and you know your Gemba. Now let's go observe.

[Third list item: Observe]. First, get your mindset right. Observe with curiosity, not judgmentally. You may have ideas of what is happening and you'll need to stay open minded to new ideas. While you're observing, be respectful and approachable. You want to welcome ideas and insight, even if they aren't what you anticipated. Ask questions to help clarify what you're seeing. Understand the how, the what, the what ifs, the why and the why not. Don't make corrections or jump in while you're observing unless it's a safety issue. You want to see the current reality. Remember, this is not a time for solutions. It's a time for understanding. 
[Fourth list item: Reflect]. With your notes,it's time to reflect on what you saw. Consider how what you observed 
addresses the purpose for your Gemba Walk. In this case, what was impacting the sales of slushies? Summarize your thoughts and findings. Then follow up with staff to confirm these observations. Ask if it seems accurate to them. 

Fifth list item: Improve]. After the initial or follow up Gemba Walk, we can transition to an improve mode. If it's a simple or quick fix, then just do it! If it's more complicated, include the frontline staff on the team to solve the problem. Once improvements are in place, continue going to the Gemba to observe if the changes are actually improving the process.

Manager 1
That sounds like a lot of work. Is it really worth it to go to Gemba?

Manager 2
It is an investment of time and effort. But consider these questions. 
One. What happens when employees get to have input on the problems they face and the solutions that will help them? And in contrast, what happens when employees are not included and are not able to give input. 

Two. What happens when a solution is put into place that doesn't actually address the problem? For example, what if instead of addressing the root cause of the problem, you created more incentive programs or increased pressure to sell or changed the price of the slushy? All of these changes would be based only on sales data and not addressing the true root cause of the problem.

Manager 1
When we did the Gemba Walk, I observed that the slushy machine was having mechanical issues. Sometimes it would work and sometimes it didn't. But no one was reporting it. I even heard customers joke about whether or not our slushy machine was working this time. After the machine is fixed, I'm going to go back to Gemba to observe the slushy situation.

Manager 2
Great work! The return on investment for your Gemba walk. Observing the real process in the real place and gathering the real facts is getting to a better solution more quickly.

Manager 1
I'm sold! Let's keep this culture of Gemba going. The staff noticed long lines at the ticket stands during the Saturday rush. Want to go to the Gemba with me?

Manager 2 
Let's go!

[Fading out dialogue as characters walk out of the office].

