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What is Continuous 
Improvement in Food and 
Beverage Manufacturing?



Continuous Improvement?

A philosophy aimed at constantly optimizing 
processes to achieve better results.

Not a one-time fix or effort but an ongoing 
cycle of:

Identifying areas for improvement
Implementing changes
Measuring effectiveness
Use learnings to drive more 
improvement



The Continuous Improvement Cycle (PCDA)

Continuous Improvement is a virtuous cycle 
made up of:

Planning
Checking
Doing 
Acting

The processes and tools used in Continuous 
Improvement focus on the following:

Small, incremental changes for the better
Data-driven decision making
Employee Engagement



Benefits of 
Continuous 
Improvement 
Programs

• Increased efficiency and productivity by 
eliminating waste and streamlining 
processes.
• Improve quality with formalized processes to 

reduce variation and reduce risk of process 
failures.
• Enhanced customer satisfaction – reduce 

lead times, more competitive pricing, more 
consistent quality.
• Increased team member engagement – 

involving employees in the improvement 
process.



Lean Manufacturing in Food Processing 

• An ownership change and new operations leadership led to a complete review of the 
company supply chain with the goal of identifying improvement opportunities.  A review 
by an international consulting firm resulted in a recommendation improve performance 
with Lean Manufacturing.

• Supply chain included 19 manufacturing facilities and 5 distributions centers.
• Lean program started with the hiring of 3 professionals with experience with lean in the 

automotive industry.
• Lean program startup supplemented with the support of regional lean consulting firms.
• Early success led to the expansion of the program with the hiring of 12 additional Lean 

mentors that were embedded in faculties located across the country along with the 
additional of a Director - Lean



Tools used to support lean in food production

• 5S – Workplace organization
• Fishbone diagraming for root cause analysis
• 5 why – another form of root cause investigation
• Kaizen events - 4–5-day focused improvement activity
• OEE – use of Overall Equipment Effectiveness metric to measure production line 

improvement opportunities
• Use of A3 reporting to track project results and document Kaizen events.
• Active use of “visual factory” techniques.



Benefits of Continuous Improvement beyond 
production operations
• Lean and other CI programs can improve performance beyond improvements to 

production line waste reduction.
• Any transactional process in the company can be improved.
• Examples include:

• Pallet movements in a distribution center
• Deduction clearing processes in the sales organization
• IT help desk transactions
• Accounts payable/receivables
• Truck/rail car demurrage costs



Five-year 
cost/benefit of 
a Lean 
implementation

• Staffing and program costs – $1 to $1.5 million per 
year

• Direct cost savings from waste reduction - $100+ 
million

• Other benefits 
• Improved employee retention
• Reduction in lost time accidents
• Fewer customer complaints
• Better on-time delivery performance
• Standardized production methods across the 

company
• More consistent team member training



Scale of a 
Continuous 
Improvement 
Program

• It is possible and sometimes preferrable to start a CI 
program without a significant upfront cost.
• It is reasonable to start with one department, one 

production line or one plant to find what works best 
in your organization.
• As CI has become a common element in many 

production systems, you may already have people in 
your organization who are proficient in CI tools and 
would be excited to help get the process started in 
your company.
• Look to hire people in the normal turnover process 

that have experience in working in a CI culture.
• Outside resources are available to help get you 

started.



Starting and 
sustaining a 
CI Program

Launching a successful CI program requires a strategic 
approach that emphasizes both cultural shift and the use 
of practical tools.
• Define Goals and Metrics

• Identify areas for improvement.  Focus on aspects 
critical to your operation (food safety, quality, 
efficiency, waste reduction, customer satisfaction)

• Establish metrics to track progress
• Foster a Culture of Improvement

• Leadership Commitment: Sr. management needs to 
champion the program, allocating resources and 
demonstrating personal involvement.

• Employee Engagement: Empower team members 
at all levels to identify problems, suggest solutions, 
and participate in improvement projects



Starting and 
Sustaining a 
CI Program

• Leverage Continuous Improvement Tools: 
• Standardization: Develop and Implement 

standardized procedures for core process to ensure 
consistency and quality.  Develop a common 
language to describe your improvement options.

• Use tools that are appropriate for your business.
• Data Analysis: Collect and analyze data to identify 

trends, root causes of problems, and measure the 
impact of implemented changes.

• Implement, Monitor, and Adapt:
• Pilot your chosen improvement initiatives on a 

smaller scale before full implementation.
• Regularly assess progress through defined metrics.
• Be prepared to adapt and refine your approach.
• Make it sustainable – integrate CI into your culture, 

making it an ongoing process, not a one-time 
project.



Where Most of Us Get It  Wrong
When It  Comes to Continuous Improvement

Russ Ellsworth – ODI Conference 2024



Mistake:
Not 
Understanding 
People Make 
Continuous 
Improvement 
Happen



Rather:
Sponsor helps 
team member 
have some 
time to work 
on (not in) the 
business



16

Mistake: Since We Can Measure It, 
We Need to Improve It
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Standing on the Scale Every Day 
Will NOT Guarantee I Reach My Target Weight
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Mistake: When the Tool Needs a Job to Do



19

Instead, Let the Need for the Tool 
Present Itself
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The Process Improvement Framework
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The Process Improvement Framework

Mistake: 
Starting Here
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The Process Improvement Framework

Instead 
of Here
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The Tools Unlock the Mind

C.I. TOOLS



Continuous 
Improvement

Process 
Improvement



Continuous 
Improvement

Process 
Improvement

What Process Do We 
Improve? …



What’s Wrong 
with the Process?

Unreliable Six Sigma: Variation is the Enemy
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The CI Methodology to Each:

Theory of Constraints: Bottleneck

Lean: Organize for Efficiency

Can’t Keep Up

Resource Heavy  
Time, $, Attention
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Six Sigma: Variation is the Enemy

Theory of Constraints: Bottleneck

Lean: Organize for Efficiency
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What tools do these methodologies 
have in common?
• Understand the Process (Process Map)

• Find Earliest Point of Failure/Deviation (5 Why)

• Organize for Efficiency (5S)

• Trim Out the Fat (7 Wastes)

• Rhythm of the Process
(Metronome is the Bottleneck)
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Hierarchy of Business Result
1. Absolutely Nail the Reason Your 

Customers Hire Your Product
2. Provide That to More People
3. Expand Margin

    Sales     Expenses
4.  Invest in the Business 

•  People & CAPEX



THANK YOU



MILK PLANT EXAMPLE

Use of Continuous Improvement 
Processes in the Dairy World

Oregon Dairy Industries

2024 Conference
Stephanie Olmsted



WHAT IS A3?

• A3 Thinking is based on the Plan-Do-Check-Act Cycle

•  Developed by Toyota – written on a ledger sized paper 

• A3 is the Report that a Team can use to: 

• Define/Clarify the Problem

• Suggest Solutions

• Record the Results of Improvement Activity

• Includes not only Text
• Pictures

• Diagrams

• Charts    



A3 TEMPLATE



A MORE ADVANCED EXAMPLE  
“THE SITUATION”

• Customer complaints pertaining to off flavor in 
milk – Various types and codes

• Fresh daily samples did not indicate off flavors 
or odors

• Some library samples indicated an unidentified 
off flavor after 3 – 4 days 

• Micro and composition results were good

• Not specific to a storage tank or filler







STEP 1:  CLARIFY 
THE PROBLEM

Ultimate Goal:  Identify 
and Eliminate the specific 

Off Taste in various 
production  dates on the 

HTST Milk Lines

Ideal Situation:  No 
specific Off Taste Complaints 

or findings

Current Situation:  
Withdrawals of seven 

different milk types/code 
dates.  

Problem Statement:  
What elements of Receiving, 
Processing and Packaging are 
causing the off taste in milk 

produced on various 
production days?





STEP 2 – BREAKDOWN THE 
PROBLEM





STEP 3 – TARGET SETTINGS

• Eliminate this series of complaints by 
reviewing the following:
• Procedures in raw receiving, processing and 

packaging

• CIP Practices

• Receiving and Production history





STEP 4 – CAUSE 
ANALYSIS







STEP 5 – DEVELOP 
AND EVALUATE 

POTENTIAL 
COUNTERMEASURES





STEP 6 – SEE 
COUNTERMEASURES 

THROUGH





STEP 7 – 
MONITOR 

RESULTS AND 
PROCESS

The Results – No New 
Complaints for the Off-flavor 
after the Withdrawal

                   The Process

Status Target Date 
1 Raw Tank Optimization Complete 1/5/2023
2 Report Training Complete 1/7/2023

3
Internal Timely Notification SOP  
for CO-pack Complete 1/7/2023

Plant Manager

Plant Manager

Jesus

Owner Countermeasures

• Share with others
• Standardize across units 
•Celebrate

STEP 8 – 
STANDARDIZE 
SUCCESSFUL 

PROCESS

Share your Success - Standardize
 



ELECTRONIC AND 
PAPER 

DOCUMENTATION



RESOURCES 
AVAILABLE 

TO 
CONSIDER
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PAPER 

DOCUMENTATION



RESOURCES 
AVAILABLE 

TO 
CONSIDER

American Society for Quality 
Continuous Improvement Model - Continual 
Improvement Tools | ASQ
Online training:

Gemba Academy: Online Lean & Six Sigma Training
www.gembaacademy.com

SME Lean Certification Program
www.sme.org

Reading suggestions:

Hitchhiker’s Guide to Lean
Jamie Flinchbaugh, Andy Carlino

The Machine that Changed the World:  The Story of 
Lean Production
James Womak, Daniel Jones, and Daniel Roos

https://asq.org/quality-resources/continuous-improvement
https://asq.org/quality-resources/continuous-improvement
http://www.gembaacademy.com/
http://www.sme.org/


RESOURCES 
AVAILABLE 

TO 
CONSIDER

Consulting Support:

QAD Redzone: A productivity software solution 
along with hands on coaching
www.rzsoftware.com

FSO Institute: Manufacturing coaching support
www.fsoinstitute.com
Steve Schlegel 571-332-4594

Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP) 
Government Supported Manufacturing training 
resources.
www.nist.gov/map/lean-and-process-
improvement

Incito Consulting Group – Lean Supply Chain 
Consulting
www.incito.com

http://www.rzsoftware.com/
http://www.fsoinstitute.com/
http://www.nist.gov/map/lean-and-process-improvement
http://www.nist.gov/map/lean-and-process-improvement
http://www.incito.com/

