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What is Gemba?
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Gemba is a Japanese word meaning the actual place where value-creating work happens. Many leaders use gemba only for solving problems, visiting only when there is an issue. Others practice gemba walks on a daily basis to follow up and monitor the situation. However, Toyota believes that leaders truly develop through daily experiences at the gemba. In reality, gemba is a principle for managing, developing and improving people and processes. It is a valuable tool that helps lean practitioners learn the true facts so they can base management decisions on the actual situation.


In his book Managing to Learn, John Shook described the gemba as any setting in which individuals are creating value for the customer. This description goes beyond the manufacturing shop floor, which is how most lean practitioners describe the term. By going to the place where work is done, leaders gain firsthand, personal knowledge so they can understand the real situation and what needs to be fixed. Processes cannot be analyzed or understood from offices. Managing performance data from a distance carries huge negatives for leaders, as it could hide the reality of the situation. Leaders who have been at the gemba can make decisions and take responsibility of problem-solving.


Many organizations are developing a standard for their leaders that includes checklists for what should be observed during the gemba walk. More important for every department is to create value for the customer at the gemba by eliminating the non-value-added work that increases the product price, reduces quality and delays delivery.
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Gemba and Solving Problems



[image: ]








Don’t rush the solution! Take the example of a fertilizer company that face machine downtime problems. The issue, which involved a poorly performing centrifugal fan, reduced production availability by 20 percent. The fan vibrated a lot and suffered balancing issues. Shutting down the fan for balancing four times in a month cost thousands of dollars in production losses and maintenance costs. 
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