
Lean Product Development Road Trip Report
What is the current state of Lean Product Development?

My Journey
On September 7, 2005 I embarked on a road trip to talk with people about Lean Product Development.  By 
the end of my travels on October 30, 2005, I had interviewed well over forty people.  I spoke with consult-
ants, researchers and practitioners representing a broad spectrum of industries, from traditional manufactur-
ing to high tech to services.  I found that Lean Product Development has a growing network of advocates 
who are committed to spreading the word while they resolve some challenges common to all lean programs 
and some unique to product development.

Four Main Pathways to Lean Product Development and a Fifth Challenger
The Toyota Production System and subsequent studies of “lean” practices in manufacturing quickly coalesced into a radical yet sys-
temic approach to Lean Manufacturing that gave visible and dramatic results.  Inventories were slashed, equipment rearranged to 
dramatically improve flow, and the entire manufacturing process completely overhauled and then continuously improved.  Lean 
Product Development has not had this crystallization into a more-or-less common approach.  Instead, the work has formed five pri-
mary streams, of which four are making important contributions:

• Lean Design / Design for Six Sigma / Design for Lean Manufacturing to ensure that new products will benefit from Lean Manu-
facturing from the beginning.

• Direct applications of Lean Manufacturing tools to product development, especially value 
stream mapping to eliminate waste and improve flow, 5 S, kaizen events.

• Direct applications of practices derived from studies of Toyota’s product development 
practices, which differ fundamentally both from Lean Manufacturing and from standard 
practices in product development, especially A3 reports, set-based design, knowledge re-
use and chief engineers. 

• A principles-based approach, which abstracts ideas from the whole spectrum of lean litera-
ture and integrates them with best practices in product development to create a system of 
lean product development.  The system looks radically different from product development 
as most companies practice it today.

• Those who re-label best practices in product development as “lean” because they appear to eliminate waste and frankly, the lean 
label is a good marketing tool.  They add the label without a deep understanding of lean principles or a systemic approach.

Fuzzy Boundaries - Not Walls
Very few of the people that I spoke with fit squarely into one of these boxes (none in the last box), and everyone acknowledged the 
need for the full spectrum of capabilities.  The differences arise from our differing backgrounds and experiences.   

For example, those with a Lean Manufacturing background often began with a Design for Lean Manufac-
turing approach to enable smoother transitions to production, and then began applying some of the proc-
ess tools within engineering.  

Others (myself included) started with solid grounding in new product development with our relationship 
to manufacturing as just one piece in a larger puzzle.  We recognized that Lean Product Development has 
some  important lessons for our teams but wondered how it would affect product strategy, portfolio man-
agement and the relationships between senior leadership, engineering and marketing.

Common Challenges
I asked almost every person I interviewed where they saw gaps in terms of the differing approaches to Lean Product Development.  
Some themes emerged from these conversations:

• Waste is difficult to see in a process based on information rather than physical objects.   It’s especially difficult because gaining 
knowledge is a key component of product development, but the value of knowledge is hard to quantify in customer terms.  It’s 
not always easy to distinguish between knowledge creation and unnecessary work.  Some approaches deal with this by de-
emphasizing waste, and others try to re-interpret the concept of waste to fit the activities within product development.  Which 
approaches provide the best long-term results?

• The concepts of “flow” and “pull” also take different meanings in the context of knowledge sharing vs. moving physical objects.  
How can we integrate what we know about knowledge sharing across social systems and information networks to create flexible 
yet robust development processes?

• How much should we look solely to Toyota for Lean Product Development best 
practices, and how much can we take from other product development research, such 
as the PDMA Body of Knowledge?  What “known best practices” in product devel-
opment strengthen lean product development?  Which ones are harmful?

• Lean implementations of all kinds (manufacturing, office, product development) fre-
quently fail or lack staying power.  Why is this and how can we improve our odds?

• The Lean Product Development community suffered a major setback when one of its 
strongest proponents, Dr. Allen Ward of the University of Michigan, perished in a 
plane crash, taking a wealth of knowledge and experience with him. He left some very big shoes to fill, and that has slowed the 
dissemination of Lean Product Development’s most compelling ideas.  How can we do more to spread the word in places where 
the right people will hear it?

• Where are the emerging success stories?

Next Steps
I undertook this journey because I had a passion for achieving excellence in new product development, and seen a few different ap-
proaches to Lean Product Development.  I wanted to see what else was out there. I found a rich, vibrant growing community that is 
united by the drive to do things better.  This is where I would take the community next:

• Get better change management skills - either by spending time to learn about it ourselves or by partnering with experts who 
have effectively led other kinds of transformations.  Apply the techniques that have the best track records in practice.

• Document our successes - even minor ones - and share them with each other.
• Expend less effort at engineering conferences and spend more time on activities to get senior R & D leadership interested in and 

excited about Lean Product Development.

My own next steps are as follows:
• Follow up on some intriguing business opportunities and collaborations that 

emerged naturally from all of this activity.
• Reconnect personally with the people I visited.
• Continue to grow my own network and by extension, the Lean Development 

Community through the new connections that I still have to make.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Lean Product Development (LPD) is a growing area of interest in the lean community.

• Diverse starting points have led to five major variants of LPD.

• Interviewees expressed common challenges: creating sustained change, adapting lean princi-
ples to development work, and spreading the word.
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