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Do you often feel reactive instead of proactive? Do people complain that decisions at the top take 
too long to percolate down to the front lines?  If so, you probably manage your organization and 
your direct reports through weekly meetings and email—and you should consider implementing 
“leader standard work.”  
 
In its simplest form, leader standard work is a regular cadence of activities and questions that 
bring leadership into physical contact with managers and front-line workers. It gets leaders out of 
their offices and onto the floor where the actual work of the company is being done.  
 
When we think of standard work, we generally think of its application on the front lines of an 
organization: for example, how people operate their machines in a production line, or the content 
and format of product marketing briefs. These standards are necessary both to ensure consistent 
quality and to lay a foundation for improvement.  
 
However, standard work isn’t just for people at lower levels of the organization, or people doing 
repetitive jobs. Leaders need similar standards as well. Without them, managerial time and 
attention are ineffectually fragmented among the dozens of pressing issues that crop up each day. 
Leaders also lose visibility into the overall health of the company (or a department). Their 
exposure and involvement consists of firefighting, not fire prevention. Moreover, employees and 
managers lose the vital, trust-building connection with leadership that helps sustain culture and 
habits through tough times.  
 
There are infinite varieties of leader standard work, depending on the kind of company you have. 
But at its most basic level, it involves the following: 
 

• Walking the floor of the company at regular and predictable times 
• Conducting a structured conversation with people on the floor 
• Using visible management tools to guide the conversation and make abnormalities visible 

 
 
Walking the Floor 
The business of the company doesn’t occur in conference rooms; it occurs where employees are 
creating the products and services your company provides. It’s therefore necessary to “go and 
see” what’s happening with your own eyes. You should have a posted list of what areas of the 
organization you’re going to visit and when you’re going to do it. Depending on the time of year 
or a particular strategic objective you’re working on, you may visit some areas daily, weekly, 
monthly, or quarterly. Irrespective of the cadence, it must be regular and predictable.  
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Structured Conversations 
Visiting people on the floor is neither a social call nor an interrogation—and it’s certainly not a 
performance review. In contrast to the randomness of “management by walking around,” it 
consists of repeatedly asking a set of questions, such as:  
 

• What’s the target? 
• How are you doing versus the goal? 
• What problems have happened recently? 
• How do you plan on solving those problems? 
• How can I help? 

 
These questions are particularly powerful when they’re part of a cascading series of 
conversations or huddles that go all the way down to the front line staff for rapid communication 
up and down the chain in both directions: department managers ask front line staff these 
questions; VPs ask their managers the questions; and the CEO asks the VPs these questions in a 
tightly scheduled series of meetings.  
 
These structured conversations keeps leadership abreast of organizational performance in real 
time, without the delay of waiting for weekly meetings. They highlight problems and enable 
leadership to deploy resources to solve them before they metastasize. In fact, one manager at 
Medtronic told me that the factory floor could get decisions from the executive team within the 
same day. Finally, these meetings position the executive team as teachers, not just leaders.  
 
 
Visible Management Tools 
Leader standard work without visual tools is a social event. Conversations rapidly lose focus, and 
deteriorate into vague, general discussions about “how things are going.” Without visible 
management tools, participants lack the ability to see and track changes—positive or negative—
over time. In short order, leader standard work loses its value and is abandoned.  
 
To be effective, the structured conversations in each area must be done in front of a visual board 
that tracks the key performance metrics for that area, or track an issue of concern. Grounding the 
conversation in the bedrock of cost, quality, delivery, lead times, or other relevant data keeps the 
focus on performance and aberrations. Equally important, however, is a visible management 
board for leadership that shows whether they’ve followed their own standards: did they visit all 
areas they were supposed to? Did they perform the checks they planned? Did they spot any 
problems they want to be sure they address on their next visit? 
 
 
It’s tempting for leaders to complain, “My work life is utterly chaotic and unpredictable. There’s 
no way that I could set—or follow—this kind of schedule.” Remember, though, that standard 
work comprises only a small percentage of your day. The vast majority of your time is flexible 
and adaptable to the exigencies of the moment. More significantly, standard work, performed 
religiously, will reduce the amount of firefighting that you have to do. Finally, modeling this 
kind of behavior is the most powerful way to embed it in your culture.  


