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Aiming for nothing less  
than cultural change
An interview with Marcel Sanchez-Martin,  
Lean Manager at Thomas

The Gabler Wirtschaftslexikon business dictionary defines lean management as “a management 
approach within a company and between companies that aims to improve customer focus while steadily 
cutting costs for corporate management.” Put simply, this means companies try to make their entire 
value chains more efficient by cutting out waste.

Competitive and Growth Strategy

The method, developed and introduced 
some 50 years ago by the Japanese auto-
mobile group Toyota, has risen to global 
prominence since the 1990s. For the auto-
motive supplier Thomas in Herdorf, lean 
management has been part of company 
strategy for nearly four years.

“When a company introduces lean man-
agement, they normally start with pro-
duction and logistics because these are 
the areas in which the fastest tangible 
results can be achieved,” explains Mar-
cel Sanchez-Martin, the man responsible 
for lean management at Thomas. “Having 
said that, lean management approaches 
are relevant to all departments of a com-
pany. Different instruments are applied 
in different divisions, but the principle 
remains the same.”

Recognition comes first

According to the lean approach, every 
process involves both value creation and 
waste. Since the customer only pays for 
the aspect that creates value, however, it 
is naturally in the interests of any company 
to enhance that aspect. “When you look 
at companies in a healthy business posi-
tion especially, it may seem at first glance 
that no improvements are needed – but 
that impression would be deceptive,” says 
Sanchez-Martin. “Surviving in the face of 
competition demands not just products 
and skills, but also efficient processes 
that play a big part in long-term competi-
tiveness.” This is especially the case for 
Thomas as a supplier to the automotive 
sector mass-producing a wide range of 
products.

If a company’s efficiency level can be 
raised by optimising processes and errors 
can be eliminated, the amount of tied 
capital is reduced and production costs 

are cut without affecting supply capability. 
With flexibility also improved as a result, 
all parties linked to the value chain ulti-
mately benefit and customer satisfaction 
increases.

How does lean management work?

A number of instruments and proce-
dures are implemented to pinpoint 

improvement potential, and to anal-
yse problems and their causes. These 
include the Improvement Kata, whereby 
coaching is provided on attaining goals 
step by step. Another key element, and 
a precondition for any effective continu-
ous improvement process, is shop floor 
management: performance indicators, 
transparency and the presence of manag-
ers are utilised in tandem with employee 
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integration to simplify action and reaction 
in everyday business situations.

For smaller companies with established 
structures in particular, this can often 
mean disruption, as Sanchez-Martin 
explains: “By introducing lean manage-
ment, we are aiming for nothing less than 
a cultural change within a company. That’s 
because changing working practices as 
well as improving them requires you 
to win people over and not catch them 
unawares. In the end, improvements can 
only take hold with the support of employ-
ees.”

While tools and methods are continually 
evolving, the most important point for 
an organisation is to remember why it is 
applying lean management in the first 

place: “Essentially, lean management 
means rationalising a working environ-
ment, and that goes for Thomas also. It’s 
all about equipping the company for the 
future. That means securing jobs by stay-
ing competitive and ensuring satisfied 
customers at the same time, perhaps by 
offering cost-effective products of very 
high quality,” says Sanchez-Martin. 

The essential factor: people

Lean management is invariably a manage-
ment issue that needs to be approached 
centrally. In many cases, solution to prob-
lems originate from staff members direct-
ly involved on site, so processes within a 
company are improved not only in terms 
of the value they create: the working envi-
ronments and the everyday routines of 
employees are automatically enhanced 
because, for example, superfluous steps 
are minimised, or ideally abolished. This 
also stops frustration arising. “These are 
important results, even though you can’t 
always quantify them in figures,” admits 
Sanchez-Martin.

Numerous minor improvements across 
the value chain make for more efficient 
processes. “Maybe a worker in the pro-
duction department will identify poten-
tial at his own workstation, being better 
placed than anyone else to do so. Even 
fractions of a second saved on each 

component make a big difference in the 
long run, one that can easily and reliably 
be expressed in numbers,” says Sanchez-
Martin, using examples to illustrate the 
principle.

“In the best case scenario, my own posi-
tion would become surplus to require-
ments at some stage, either because lean 
thinking becomes so deeply embedded 
in our corporate culture that we all anal-
yse our processes constantly and with 
no prompting at all, or everything runs 
so smoothly that there’s really nothing 
left to improve,” believes Sanchez-Martin. 

“Of course, though, we realise this is very 
much a vision. A company is only as good 
as its employees, which is only right in 
the end. For any business, the human 
factor is an asset, not an encumbrance. 
You just need to know how to utilise your 
asset, and we urge our staff to do exactly 
that.” n

Thomas Magnete
www.thomas-magnete.com
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 Thomas employee working in a production line

Thomas Magnete GmbH 
GmbH is a leading manufacturer of elec-
tromagnetic actuators for the automobile 
industry as well as mobile hydraulics. The 
company is also active in technology-driven 
areas such as medical engineering. The main 
products of Thomas Magnete GmbH include 
metering pumps, proportional valves and 
proportional solenoids. The company’s core 
field of expertise is the development of new 
actuators, taking account of highly complex 
customer requirements.


