
Former skeptic no more:
How one custom manufacturer  
drove growth and profitability with lean

Free to Focus on Customers 
Patrick Spear, CEO of The Identity Group, was once  
skeptical that lean would benefit his company. Today, he 
sees lean as the key enabler of growth and profitability.

Q:  You had no experience with lean 
before taking on your current role. 
What made you believe? It started 
with our financial partners [Saw Mill Capital] 
enlightening me about some of the things they 
saw that — perhaps because I was too close to 
the business or hadn’t experienced lean — I didn’t 
see. But when we really started digging in around 
improvements, the power of lean became clear.  
It was after our second kaizen event at our 
Cookeville [Tenn.] facility with improvements  
in flow, changeover, set up, and space allocation.  
I hadn’t experienced anything like that.

Q:  What did you think about lean 
before that? I was skeptical. I wasn’t sure 
how it was going to apply to us based on wiring 
— what I had been taught in prior years. There 
was a perception under past management that in 
a custom-product setting such as ours, it would 
be difficult if not impossible to go lean, and that 
lean applied only to stock-product manufactur-
ing. But we have found it to be just the opposite.

Q:  Can you give an example? If you do 
the things that lean allows you to do, you can 
pick up business that others find unattractive 
because they are not lean. That leads to all sorts of 
opportunities in the marketplace. We think about 
share growth and picking up incremental pieces 
of business based on this, and we don’t see that a 
lot of our competitors are doing the same.
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Why this is relevant
It demonstrates that a lean approach 
works even with a make-to-order product.

Background
The Identity Group was a former lean 
skeptic … until they saw their market 
share and incremental sales increase 
after implementing lean strategies.
 
Strategy
Implement strategy deployment  
process and utilize Dploy Solutions  
policy/strategy deployment software, 
lean consulting, kaizen events, and  
retraining to jumpstart necessary 
changes in a disciplined, scalable way.

Insight
“ Policy deployment provides the  
framework to hold ourselves  
accountable.”

Results
Significant improvements in flow,  
changeover, set up, and space  
allocation.

By Tonya Vinas, Contributing Editor,
Excerpted from Managing Times Q1.10
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Q:  Up to now, you’ve been a sales and 
marketing guy. How do you like working 
with operations? It’s been a really great experi-
ence, and quite frankly, one that I didn’t expect. Lean 
provides the opportunity to have an entirely different  
conversation with your operations team and enable a 
completely different level of empowerment. 

Q:  How did that change how you lead?
I had a traditional view of manufacturing, where the 
VP of Operations really drives everything. But when 
you look at manufacturing in a lean setting like ours 
— managers, supervisors, our KPO (kaizen promotion 
office) and our VP of Operations all work together. 
It’s much more liberating for me, and it makes my job 
easier. Because we’ve gotten away from our top-down 
focus, I have more confidence that they understand the 
concepts of lean and the transitioning of the organiza-
tion to lean; and that they will stay on task. This frees 
me up so I can spend more time elsewhere adding value 
to the organization. 

Q:  Salespeople often have a hard time 
accepting a lean transition. How did you 
get your sales team on board, and how 
do you continue to engage them? It’s true 
you’ll get skeptics, a lot of people with the “show-me” 
mind-set. But it came down to a couple of simple  
concepts — quality and lead time. If we have  
competitors who are quoting 15 days, and we can  
do it in 10 with enhanced quality, then the salespeople 
have a better story to tell. You can talk about products, 
and service, and design; but what it really comes down 
to is that we should talk about our ability to give  
customers what they want when they want it.

Q:  You are a huge fan of policy deployment. 
How come? It’s my nature personally and as a leader 
to go after several things simultaneously, perhaps to 
the detriment of the organization. I’m a high-energy 
adrenaline junkie who says “Let’s go chase it!” Policy 
deployment has required us to focus on those things that 
we are going to hold ourselves accountable to and to get 
the whole organization thinking about what we need to 
do to succeed. I can’t imagine, going forward, not using 
it in any business situation. If I ever found myself in a 
business where we weren’t using lean and policy deploy-
ment, the first thing I would say is, “When do we start?”

Q:  Despite policy deployment, I’m sure you 
have a lot of things competing for your 
attention. How do you personally keep 
focused? I’m a list-driven person. With all the stimuli 
and incoming messages, it’s a lot more difficult than 
when I used a paper-based day planner.

Plus, I try to walk the shop floor everyday, and I have  
a series of regular calls [with staff members].

Q:  Do you think lean will be your legacy 
at Identity Group? No, because this is a 
collaborative effort. It’s not about me, and it’s never 
been about me. It’s about our customers and what we 
do for them. I have two quotes I’m fond of. The first is 
“Ego is the drug of stupidity.” I don’t know who said it, 
but I really believe that. The other one is from [former 
U.S. Army Chief of Staff ] Gen. Eric Shinseki: “If you 
don’t like change, you’re going to like irrelevance even 
less.” Those two combined really speak to what I try to 
affect here, which is a focus on the customer, the need 
to change, and the importance of humility. Those are 
things we are trying to imbue, and lean is an excellent 
way to do that.

*  The Identity Group uses Dploy Solutions, a web-based 
suite of products that helps facilitate management pro-
cesses for strategy deployment, metrics tracking and 
sharing best practices. Patrick’s Dploy Strategy dash-
board helps him deploy strategy across multiple sites 
and cross functional teams more easily and effectively.  
It gives him a global, real-time view of his entire 
organization so he stays connected to his objectives, 
resources and people. View demos and client 
video at www.dploysolutions.com

TBM and the TBM logo are registered 
trademarks and the Dploy logo, Dploy  
Solutions, and Dploy Strategy are  
trademarks of TBM Consulting Group, Inc.

“ Now, when I start my [Internet] 
browser every day, my deployment 
[dashboard]* immediately comes up 
so I can see how we are doing against 
our [goals] and what’s coming up.”         
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