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‘lean’ Versus Quality management:
they don’t have to conflict
introducing lean business practices can 

often add complications to a company that 

has in place a robust Quality management 

System (QMS). Sometimes it inadvertently creates an environment 
where quality becomes the nemesis of lean, or vice versa. When a 
company is pressured into meeting tough compliance standards, 
reducing waste, and creating a lean work environment—all at the 
same time—it creates a lot of conflict within the organization.

Usually the people responsible for lean implementation are not 
the same ones responsible for QMS. This can create a power 
struggle between parties. Defining which is more important be-
comes a moving target for everyone else. When there is effective 
leadership, though, “lean compliance” can help top management 
mediate effectively and keep everyone focused on the same goal.

The intent of an ISO quality audit is to verify compliance and 
drive improvement. Driving too much improvement can actually 
backfire on a smaller organization, however. 

When a company is growing, a quality auditor must challenge it 
to make sure the systems and controls they have in place are ad-
equate to support their growing needs. When a company is not 
growing, and its systems and controls have matured to a point where 
there is little room to make improvements without creating an extra 
burden, then challenging that company to continue improving its 
systems would drain resources and produce little in return.

In other words, the quality systems have reached their point of 
diminishing returns. The company may consequently want to start 
focusing on lean initiatives independent of its QMS. However, this 
would require additional resources, since maintaining a robust, 
compliant quality management system is still resource intensive.

Rather than getting lean, some companies will hit a point where 
their energy is used to sugar-coat any vulnerable areas in order to 
deter an auditor and maintain compliance. Sometimes this annoys 
people and leads them to believe that the ISO systems do nothing 
more than create an extra burden of useless paperwork.

To help people focus on improvements with the greatest return, 
as president of ProMold Plastics in Portland, Conn. (promoldplas-
tics.com), I developed a system called Lean Compliance. This 
system allows an organization to focus its lean initiatives in a way 
that also improves its quality management system. Lean compli-
ance looks at all your QMS procedures and assesses each one, then 
determines a value for prioritizing which procedures need the most 

attention. The assessment is based upon the following properties: 
•Compliance: How robust is the procedure? Can it withstand 

an audit without a problem?
•Efficiency: How efficient is this procedure? Does it rely on 

many people and take an extended amount of time to execute 
properly? Is it too dependent on one person to make sure it is 
executed properly, thereby creating a bottleneck?

•Effectiveness: How critical is this procedure to your opera-
tion? Is it creating as much value as it should to your organiza-
tion? How important is it to your company’s success? Is it neces-
sary to satisfy any of your customers’ requirements?

As a result of this process, ProMold so far has identified oppor-
tunities for eliminating waste in approximately 50% of its docu-
mentation and administration, allowing managers to put their focus 
back on product quality, throughput efficiency, and customer sup-
port. (See the online version of this article for a chart devised by the 
author to help determine where to focus your lean initiatives.)  

EDITOR’S NOTE: This article was authored by Rick Pugli-
elli, president of custom molder 45-year-old ProMold Plastics. In 
2008 he completed the plant design and lean workflow layout for 
a new, 40,000-ft², “world-class” manufacturing facility.

Rick Puglielli (front center, holding wrench) initiated a lean 
compliance program at ProMold that combined the some-
times-divergent goals of lean manufacturing and quality 
improvement. Also pictured (l. to r.) are lean team mem-
bers Bogumila Niemiec, Comeltia Drake, Jose Cartagena, 
Nelson Otero, and Andy Cierpisz.


