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Section 5 - Labor Reduction and Human Relations

Labor reduction is often considered as speeding up of labor; but the Toyota labor reduction
activities aims mainly the elimination of unnecessary activity, and it does not mean labor in-
tensification or speeding up.

For example, a person must walk of five or six steps to pick a part for the assembly line, or
they are going back and forth many times to the car.

By directing those five or six steps, and the effort of going to and from the car, into work that
clearly results in added value, we will be relatively reducing labor.

Like this example, everyone believes the work they are doing as part of the task, yet there are
many unnecessary activities that do not add any profit

The idea is to eliminate these unnecessary activities (behaviors); shifting a person’s energy to
more useful work leads to respect for human dignity.

There is nothing more demoralizing for people who are offering their precious energy and
time to the company, and are forced to waste it. Concentrating their efforts into work that’s
useful is the beginning of respect for people.

Human beings are motivated when they focus on meaningful work and are recognized for the
value of their own work. On the contrary, when they are forced to meaningless work, con-
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sciousness of their work value becomes totally out of question. And of course, we can’t expect
them to be motivated (good morale).

There’s a limit to the energy that can be produced by a human. To what extent have you been
able to redirect this effort into useful work is linked to respect for people.

If a problem arises with labor reduction being labor intensification, or ignoring humanity,
then there was something wrong with the way of reduction, or it is because of some
misunderstanding.

Thinking from other people’s point of view to build true relationships

When conducting labor reduction activities at the workplace, if they put themselves in the
shoes of the people doing the work, then true human relations will be developed. There
should be few problems like complaints of labor intensification surfacing.

If they stand in the workplace every morning to observe how they do their work and think
from the people’s point of view to achieve improvements, making a full commitment till the
improvement will finally works, then the supervisor will not be isolated from the people in
the workplace. We cannot build true human relations by mere superficial praise or flattery.

There is a story about Hirobumi Omatsu, a famous coach of the Japanese volleyball team. It
is an old story, but I think it helps understanding the development of human relations in a
company, so I quote the example below.

Coach Omatsu, never flattered or coaxed the team to encourage or motivate them. Instead, he
thought from the player’s viewpoint. By doing so, he established a relationship of mutual
trust with the team. His rigorous training was based on mutual trust. In the game, he would
make the best use of players and the players did their best to meet the expectation of the
coach.

For a supervisor to have the workplace following their instructions, a relationship of mutual
trust must be built between the supervisor and the operators. In other words, there must be
true human relations.

To achieve this, the supervisor must have respect for people as a foundation, while constantly
putting themselves in the people’s shoes. They must train them while fully understanding
them, stand in the lead, and proactively confront all problems, no matter how troublesome
they might be.

What is especially important here is the fact that when there is any kind of problem in the
workplace, someone is troubled by it.



For example, “The work is hard,” “This is dangerous,” "It is difficult to adjust, producing too
many defectives despite our hard work," “The demand from the subsequent process is so
variable that we can’t decide on our priority order,” “The Standard Work sheet is difficult to
read and understand," and so on.

Everyone complains these kinds of issues at the beginning; however, if a prompt response is
not taken, then people gradually cease to complain, and the problem left unsolved[1]. If you
ignore these issues and just keep saying “Reduce people!” or “Do improvements!”, it only
leads to growing discontent and complaints.

If a supervisor puts off work they must do, and just pushes it onto the operators, it is only
natural for the people, as human beings, to feel distrust towards them.

A collaborative attitude of supervisors and staff to share the difficulty and hardship of people
at the workplace, to think from their perspective, to solve problems together, will establish
their trust in the supervisor. Which cultivates working together for improvements.

By following the concept of “people must be treated as individuals, as human beings,” which
is mentioned in TWI’s “Job Relations (JR)” as a foundation, it is important to take care of
various issues of human relationships to make full use of the people’s capability and abilities.

This spirit is the essence of human relationships, which has not changed and will remain un-
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changed. Aren’t we partially lacking in the senses of unity and trust, which arise from the ex-
perience of sharing the meals, struggles, and joys together. In the workplace, it is important
to revive the sense of solidarity. The labor reduction activities must be deployed from that
solidarity.

In doing so, it is important to let people participate in the activities so that they can share
their opinions with us, and come up with ideas together.

The concept of labor reduction itself is reasonable and convincing to everyone. If the reasons
are misunderstood and are a hurdle for relations, it is often that the mutual trust has already
faded. And the people don’t have the mindset to try to understand the aim of the supervisor.

As an example, let’s discuss a case at a factory when they improved the factory’s final assem-
bly line.

(A) A brief explanation of the situation:

1. Late September 1946: the Takt was increased from 3.6 minutes per vehicle to 3.3 minutes
per vehicle (without increasing the number of operators).

2. Through the end of September to late October: 120 - 150 minutes per shift of line stops
occurred.

3. Many complaints from the operators were reported to the labor union such as: “Too much
work,” “This is labor intensification.”

4. Mid-October: together with the technicians from the service department and we went to
the production lines.

5. We applied improvements centered around the problems that people have difficulties
with on the line.

6. The number of line stops during the mid-November have been reduced to 20–30 minutes
per shift.

7. Approximately 100 improvement activities, large and small, were carried out. Only the
first 20% of the improvement were carried out by the supervisor, the remaining 80% were
applied by the people at the workplace.

(B) The reaction in the workplace:

1. The complaints, which were reported from early October to late September, are no longer
reported at all.

2. Many ideas for improvement were proposed by the operators in the workplace, and are

instaweb-free:https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Flnkd.in%2FdvfrS7B&title=TPS+Manual+-+Chapter+1%2C+Section+5


getting implemented one after another.

3. In the evaluation meetings of team leaders and supervisors held in November and Decem-
ber, the following opinions were given: The people in the workplace became more moti-
vated. They developed positive attitudes. There is still some unnecessary activity that
needs to be improved. Team leaders need more time to spare so that they can sufficiently
focus on improvement. It was very good that their requests have been immediately re-
sponded. From now on, we’d like the technical service department to fix problems at the
workplace immediately. They should not leave problems unsolved.

4. In just in one month, the motivation of the workplace has been raised a lot. Complaints
about “labor intensification”[2] completely disappeared.

5. Recently, this is how the workplace feels: Whenever they spot the improvement staff, they
come and discuss immediately whatever problems they are facing. Suggestions for im-
provements are proposed by operators: “It would be better if we do this.” In implement-
ing the improvements at the workplace, the operators decide the arrangements on their
own, and carry out it together after regular work.

Mutual trust starts with participation in improvement activities
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Supervisors and staff must respect the proposals and discussions coming from the workplace,
and collaborate with operators to promote labor reduction activities.

All people involved can enhance their motivation towards improvement and have a sense of
participation in the improvements. Reducing the feeling of dehumanization that comes from
the monotony of the work.

From the operator’s point of view, they realize that they can improve their workplace by
themselves and feel the sense of achievement and satisfaction that they accomplished the im-
provement of their own. This will enhance their confidence, encouraging them to find further
possibilities of improvements.

The sense of achievement, sense of satisfaction, and self-confidence are keys to overcoming
the feeling of dehumanization. This is a source of motivation and eagerness that “we can do
it.” In a workplace with this kind of awareness, you can expect natural rise of morale.

An example: When the production of a machine factory needed to be increased, the front su-
pervisor gradually increased the speed of the assembly line conveyor, while the rear supervi-
sor consulted everyone about what to do.

In this example, the front supervisor made remarkable increase of production in the begin-
ning, but were stuck after a certain point. The rear supervisor that took some time before im-
plementing the improvements achieved a final faster production rate.

Supervisors and staff should always try to promote the improvement activities together with
the people who work there, and spare no effort to create an environment and atmosphere in
which everyone can participate in the activities.

Signals are used in every plant to create the conditions that enable visual management. They
make it easier for everyone working at the place to find the problems and improvement
points will be easy to discover. To enhance the desire of everyone to participate, we actively
work to include all the people in labor reduction activities.

In our plants, with the supervisor at the center of the workplace, people propose constructive
ideas to each other, such as: “This process will be better done by this way” or “There will be
less unnecessary activity by doing this process in this way rather than that.”

This eagerness to pursue their aim to reach satisfaction and fulfillment, their morale is the
evidence of the smooth human relationships in the workplace. It is an embodiment and man-
ifestation of our founding spirit.



[1] This is a source for many of ‘people problems’, like bad attitudes, especially towards man-
agers. The leader has left the problem unresolved which makes for an unpleasant workplace.

[2] Speeding up of work, making work harder. 

To be continued...

Section 6 - How to promote labor reduction activities

For more information, contact Mark Warren (mark.tesla2@gmail.com)
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