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Preface

How I Became a Kata Geek

A learning organization is a type of social system
that focuses on creating, acquiring and transferring
knowledge and skills in order to build on these gains
and continually transform itself (Garvin, 1993).
The concept, which goes back at least to the works of
Chris Argyris (1977) and coauthor Donald Schön (1978),
was later popularized by Peter Senge (1990). Even further
learning curve for individuals and suggested that the
notion of acquiring individual skills can also be applied
to organizations (Koenig, 1994).
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Yet here we are decades later and our organizations have
made surprisingly little progress in their management
practices. It appears that individual learning does not
spontaneously translate into organizational learning.
Toyota Kata is about bridging that gap.
My curiosity about the subject was piqued in Quebec
Philippe Deslandes, who was working in continuous
improvement at a healthcare organization, gave a talk on
was not supposed to be. And that intrigued me. I now
realize that Toyota Kata is in fact neither prescriptive nor
Philippe invited me to the orthopedic outpatient clinic at
the hospital where he and some of his colleagues were
practicing the Toyota Kata routines. Over a number of
questions, but felt I had to be missing something. I simply
wasn’t sharing his level of enthusiasm. Around the same
time, I’d bought the Toyota Kata book by Mike Rother
and browsed through it. I recognized all the familiar
lean concepts and was convinced I understood Toyota
Kata. Yet, chatting with Philippe, it seemed like I was still
missing a piece of the puzzle.
workshop at the University of Michigan facilitated by
Beth Carrington, a consultant who worked alongside
Mike after he conducted his research and began to share
the participants.
Full disclosure: I can’t tell you exactly what happened
during the workshop. If I could, this book would be shorter!
Neither can I tell you exactly what it was I hadn’t “gotten”
before and what I was getting (or at least thought I was
getting) now. There’s no elevator speech to describe
Toyota Kata. What I can tell you is that from that day
My growing awareness was a humbling experience
that came with this lesson: When learning Toyota Kata,
beware not to jump to conclusions! If it were an animal,
Toyota Kata would be a platypus. Some of its parts may
look familiar, but what it’s really about and what’s behind
it are highly unique. New paradigms are often like that.
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Since that time, I have practiced Toyota Kata, interacted
with Toyota Kata practitioners around the world,
participated in Toyota Kata events, organized a few
myself, and made the topic central to my graduate
Operations Strategy and Process Improvement course
I’m proud of the fact that as a professor who’s expected
to be an “expert” in continuous improvement, I put in
the personal practice and effort to learn a new way of
thinking. It was still a struggle for me and I admit to
having a natural tendency to jump to conclusions. We all
do, which is why Toyota Kata can be just as useful for you.
So how about you? Read on. This book is about a kind
of thinking that leads to effective doing and how to
develop such thinking in yourself, your teams and your
organization. Toyota Kata might be the catalyst you need
to develop a management practice that over time allows
you to successfully cope with, and even take advantage
of, the uncertainties and complexities that lie ahead.
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