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Standard operating procedures are not handcuffs. 
June 2013 Newsletter 
 
Many people view standard operating procedures—or standard work, in the Lean lexicon—as 
shackles, constraining flexibility, creativity, and innovation.  
 
They’re wrong. 
 
Constraints actually enable and promote greater creativity. The Beatles did a pretty good job within 
the constraints of a three and a half-minute pop song. Mondrian did a pretty good job painting with 
only three colors (or four, if you include black). Porsche has done a pretty good job designing around 
the constraints of their classic 911 profile. The constraints from standard operating procedures 
provide the same benefit. By eliminating unnecessary decisions, they free people to apply their 
creativity for truly important, high-value work.  
 
When I worked in product marketing at Asics, for example, I was responsible for reviewing 
prototypes and ensuring that all components were within spec. This product review was laborious 
and boring, and we occasionally missed errors due to all the other demands on our time and attention. 
I personally made a $10,000 mistake when I didn’t notice that a tongue was too short, and we had to 
fix the cutting dies after the design freeze. This mistake led me to develop a checklist—just a form of 
standard work—to ensure that I examined every part of the shoe. Not only did this prevent errors in 
the future, but it meant that I’d have more mental bandwidth for the more complex (and more 
interesting) parts of my job.  
 
Another example: the R&D engineers at Abbott Vascular created standard procedures to reduce the 
burden of their internal communication. Because their culture necessitated that they check their email 
when it arrived, they could never get any real work done—they were always interrupted by their 
smartphones. They solved this problem by establishing a standard communication protocol: urgent 
issues had to be communicated face-to-face or by cell phone; less urgent issues were communicated 
by office phone or email.  
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With this standard protocol in place, they were able turn off their email alerts and have more time for 
critical engineering issues.  
 
One last example is from the product development department of a large sporting goods company. 
Their PD process was rife with waste: project rework, missing product specs, expedited sample 
production, missed deadlines, and cost overruns—even though they had a detailed Gantt chart for all 
steps. They fixed the problem by creating a standard cadence for PD meetings that included members 
of the whole value stream (marketing, sales, IT, purchasing), a standard prototype review process, 
and a standard list of information to be delivered at each stage of the process. Far from constraining 
the designers and developers, the standards brought order to the chaos and freed them from 
unnecessary interruptions and loopbacks.  
 
Standards shouldn’t be seen as manacles or part of a Taylorist “command and control” management 
system. Rather, they should be seen as a way to reduce errors, improve efficiency, and provide more 
room for creativity and innovation.  


