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If Lean Is So Great, Why Is It 
So Hard To Do?



© LEAN CONSTRUCTION INSTITUTE

I F  L E A N  I S  S O  G R E A T ,  W H Y  I S  I T  S O  H A R D ?

Before We Start…Let’s Talk About Trust

• Do you trust that I am qualified to speak 

about Lean?

• Why or why not?
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A Little About Nevell Group Inc
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• Nevell Group Inc.

• Interior and exterior wall system contractor 

headquartered in Brea Ca, founded in 2003

• Services include metal stud framing, spray 

applied fireproofing, lath & cement plaster, 

design build/design assist, pre-fabrication
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Problem Statement

4

• Why do we get so much pushback when trying to implement lean?

• Share some of the pushback you are getting

• Why are you implementing lean?

• What do you hope to get out of it?
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Target Audience

• Any trade partner that is considering rolling out Lean

• Any trade partner that has rolled out Lean and wants to 

compare notes

• Any GC that wants to know “why are my trades failing at 

Lean on my project?”

• Anyone that is thinking “My project is different; Lean will 

not work here.”

• Any foreman or superintendent that is thinking “I don’t 

need this; I am already Lean!”
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Why We Decided on Lean (from our President)

• Hard work does not equal efficient work

• Field leadership approach is “go faster”, the opportunity was to 

“plan better”

• Field labor is 55% of our cost profile, so saving just 5% of labor 

hours is huge potential savings

• More and more sophisticated owners are desiring / demanding 

lean

• Opportunities to elevate many parts of our business with lean, 

not just the field

• Opportunity to get better at communicating up and down the 

organization
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Original View of Lean From Our Superintendent

• That is for manufacturing, not for construction

• I do not need that; I have been Lean for years

• Why do we need this if we already make money?

• Great for the office because processes are repeatable 

but not in the field because every day is different

• Sounds like a lot of paperwork

• This is something else that will take my foremen away 

from the crew

• PLEASE!  Not another “flavor of the month”

• This is going to take time and resources away from the 

field
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Things Our Superintendent Hoped To Gain

• Our foremen could get more organized

• Planning jobs would improve production

• Reduce our waste in the field

• Meet GCs have a requirement for Lean

• Get Project Management more involved with the field

• More clarity on field support roles and responsibilities

• Align performance of all foremen throughout NGi
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Simple Goal of Lean in Construction

• Put work in place more efficiently and effectively

• That means with good flow and few errors

So what is the problem?

Who would not want that?
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So Here is the Problem

• If Lean will help work get put in place more efficiently and 

effectively, that implies we are not currently doing that, 

and…

NO ONE WANTS TO ADMIT TO THAT
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A Little More About My Favorite Subject…ME

• United States Marine Corps helicopter for 20 years where I was introduced to lean concepts

• Lean Six Sigma Master Black Belt

• Worked as a lean manager in manufacturing and logistics before transitioning to construction

• Worked as lean manager/director in construction since 2016

• Responsible for developing training, coaching, and certifying all projects at NGi

• Current Los Angeles/Orange County CoP board member

• Served on LCI Congress planning committee the last 5 years

• LCI certified instructor of Last Planner System®, Big Room, Problem Solving, and 5-S

• Developed LCI course curriculum for intermediate LPS®
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Let’s Talk About Trust…Again

• Do you trust a little more that I am 

qualified to speak about Lean?

• Why or why not?



© LEAN CONSTRUCTION INSTITUTE

I F  L E A N  I S  S O  G R E A T ,  W H Y  I S  I T  S O  H A R D ?

The Reason Lean Is So Hard

• Trust

• It is hard to establish

• It is easy to break

• We do not spend enough time gaining it
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We Do Not Trust Each Other in Construction

• I do not trust that you want me to make a profit

• I do not trust that you are as good at your job as I am at mine

• I do not trust that you know anything about building

• I do not trust that you fully understand my trade

• I do not trust that you as smart as I am

• I do not trust that you are fully committed to lean

• I do not trust that you have the discipline to implement lean

• I do not trust that you are as knowledgeable in lean concepts

How can we overcome all of this on a project that is only 18 months long?
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The Trust Triangle – TED Talk by Frances Frei and Anne Morris
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Two Types of Lean Journeys
• Your organization is on their own lean journey

• How can you show authenticity?

• Experience the real you

• How can you show empathy?

• Care about your teams

• How can you show logic?

• Show sound reasoning and judgement

• Your organization is lean, and you are trying to 

get others to follow

• How can you show authenticity?

• Experience the real you

• How can you show empathy?

• Care about your teams

• How can you show logic?

• Show sound reasoning and judgement
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Authenticity At NGi

• Authenticity

• Commitment to going all in from 

the top

• Hired a Lean expert

• Lean is not what we do, it is who 

we are

• We take teams out of the field for 

two days of initial training

• We are investing in our culture 

over process
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Empathy At NGi

• Empathy

• Do not assume one size fits all

• Focus on helping the field

• Work in the field not from the 

office

• Do not just roll out…support

• Work with one project team at a 

time

• We expect some teams to 

struggle and that is ok
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Logic At NGi

Vision

Basic Lean Training

• Lean House

• Culture

• 8 Wastes

• Safety Basics

• Procurement

• Timecards

• Last Planner System®

• Project Team Meetings

• Daily Huddles

Recognition

• Project celebration

• Praise for entire team

• T-Shirt and sticker for 

crew
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How Do We Measure Success

• Plan Percent Complete

• Production Rates

• Quality Control Measures

• Jobsite Surveys

• And of course…Profit
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Is It Working?
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How can you apply this tomorrow?
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• Lean will be slightly different for every company, every trade, and every project…make it work for 

you

• You will have to believe it before you implement anything

• Go back and seek to obtain buy-in from key stakeholders at all levels

• Develop your own training plan that fits your culture
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Contact Me
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Michael Villar

Nevell Group Inc.

mvillar@nevellgroup.com
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Questions
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