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LEAN MANAGEMENT
At the dairy farm

“Wastes are elements of activity that add time, effort or cost but which do not add value. Dairy Lean is a 
management system that supports continuous improvements in production efficiency which is achieved through 
maximising value and minimising waste throughout all the processes in the dairy business. Value is defined by the 
customer (i.e. what the business gets paid for).” (Source: AHDB)

The lean management philosophy?
Lean is a management philosophy a farmer can 
apply on his company. If doing so, he will constantly 
look for improvements of the company. By applying 
Lean-thinking one does not have to look for big 
improvements, even little ones can add much value. 
Improvements should be found in the way of working 
and in the processes. The goal is to eliminate waste 
in order to make sure that everything runs smoother, 
easier and more efficiently.

Moreover, according to the lean philosophy, you 
never do this alone as a manager. You should involve 
everybody who is working on the farm. Everyone can 
have insights and ideas to do things differently and 
better. Employees or other family members might even 
suggest things you as a manager never thought of.

Lean-thinking includes five important principles/steps:
 y The first question one should ask when applying 
Lean-thinking is “what does add value for our cus-
tomer?” What does your customer expect from you 
and your product? And how much is the customer 
willing to pay for your product? The dairy farmer 
can apply this thinking to internal customers. For 
example, the feed production will be given to the 
cows. What do the cows expect from their feeding? 
How much do they need? What should the quality 
be? 

 y Secondly one must look at the value stream. That is 
the steps you need to take to develop your product. 
By investigating each step you can look for waste. 
Are we doing everything in an effective and efficient 
way? If not, what can we do to eliminate the waste?

 y Thereafter, a farmer should try to obtain flow in his 
work. Is all the material available when needed? 
Does everyone understand what needs to happen? 
Do we have all relevant information? Etc. The 
objective is to avoid delays and standstills by making 
sure everything is working properly.

 y In a Lean-environment the production follows the 
demand. Instead of pushing the product to the 
market, one should establish a pull system. We are 
producing what is needed by the next step in the 
chain.

 y Finally, a farmer should seek perfection every day. 
This is not something he should do alone. He should 
involve everyone who is active on the farm. As 
everyone can come up with improvement ideas.

Source: ‘Lean Thinking’ - James P Womack & Daniel T Jones
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Elke started looking for improvement possibilities 
at her farm after reading a book about Lean. She 
implemented multiple ideas. For example she placed 
a blackboard in the barn, where she and her husband 
can write down how much feed they have given the 
young cattle. By doing so, it is now immediately clear 
how much more the other person still should give.

Elke was also willing to host a Lean-meeting at her 
farm. During the meeting Lean-consultant Susanne 
Pejstrup and some other farmers did a gemba walk. 
They did a tour of the farm and looked everywhere 
for improvement suggestions and possible waste to 
eliminate. Allowing others to give feedback on the 
way one is working, can help to detect issues one 
does not notice anymore. If multiple farmers do this 
together they can help each other and also learn 
from each other.
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