Inventory Is Evil According To Mr. Shigeo Shingo,
The Worlds Leading Expert On Lean Manufacturing

Practices.

Inventory Is Evil According To Mr. Shigeo Shingo, The Worlds Leading Expert On Lean Manufacturing

Practices.

In the realm of manufacturing and production, inventory management plays a crucial role in determining
operational efficiency and profitability. However, one of the most influential figures in the development of
lean manufacturing principles, Mr. Shigeo Shingo, vehemently argued that excess inventory is not only a
burden but an obstacle to achieving true operational excellence. According to Shingo, inventory should be
minimized or eliminated wherever possible because it embodies waste, ties up capital, and hampers the
agility of a manufacturing system. This article delves into Mr. Shingo’s perspective on inventory, exploring
why he considered it to be "evil," the principles behind lean manufacturing that support this view, and

practical strategies for reducing inventory in manufacturing processes.

Understanding Mr. Shigeo Shingo’s Perspective on Inventory

Mr. Shigeo Shingo, a Japanese industrial engineer and a pioneer in the development of lean manufacturing,
emphasized the importance of streamlining production processes. His approach was centered on the concept
of eliminating waste — not just in materials and time, but also in the form of unnecessary inventory.
Shingo believed that excess inventory is a symptom of inefficient processes and often a result of poor

planning, batch processing, or overproduction.
Why Did Shingo Consider Inventory Evil?

- Ties Up Capital: Excess inventory requires significant financial resources that could otherwise be invested
in process improvements or innovation.

- Masks Problems: High inventory levels can hide underlying process inefficiencies, delays, or quality
issues, preventing organizations from addressing root causes.

- Increases Waste: Unnecessary inventory contributes to waste in storage, handling, and potential
obsolescence.

- Reduces Flexibility: Large inventories make it harder for a company to respond quickly to market
changes or customer demands.

- Increases Lead Time: Excess stock can lead to longer production cycles, delaying order fulfillment.

Shingo’s philosophy was that to achieve a truly efficient and responsive manufacturing process,

organizations must minimize or eliminate inventory wherever feasible, thus creating a leaner, more agile



operation.

The Principles of Lean Manufacturing Supporting Shingo’s View

Lean manufacturing, also known as the Toyota Production System (TPS), is a methodology aimed at
reducing waste and improving flow. Shingo’s principles are embedded within lean practices, emphasizing

the importance of managing inventory wisely.

Key Lean Principles Related to Inventory

Just-In-Time (JIT): Producing only what is needed, when it is needed, and in the quantity needed

to reduce inventory levels.

Pull Systems: Using customer demand signals to trigger production, avoiding overproduction and

excess stock.

Flow Efficiency: Ensuring continuous flow of materials and information to prevent bottlenecks and

inventory buildup.

Kaizen (Continuous Improvement): Regularly analyzing processes to identify and eliminate sources

of waste, including excess inventory.

These principles collectively reinforce Shingo’s assertion that inventory is a form of waste and should be

minimized to optimize production.

Strategies for Reducing Inventory in Manufacturing

Applying Shingo’s philosophy requires a comprehensive approach to inventory management. Here are

some practical strategies that organizations can adopt:

1. Implementing Just-In-Time (JIT) Production

JIT aims to produce only what is needed, reducing inventory levels at every stage of the supply chain.

This involves:



- Synchronizing production schedules with customer demand.
- Building strong supplier relationships for timely deliveries.

- Reducing lead times to enable smaller, more frequent batches.

2. Adopting a Pull System

Instead of pushing products based on forecasts, a pull system ensures that each process only produces what
the subsequent process demands. Techniques include:
- Kanban cards or signals to trigger production.

- Visual management tools to monitor flow and inventory levels.

3. Streamlining Processes for Continuous Flow

Creating a seamless flow of materials and information minimizes work-in-progress (WIP) inventory:
- Redesign layout to facilitate smooth movement.
- Balance workloads to prevent bottlenecks.

- Use value stream mapping to identify waste and optimize flow.

4. Reducing Batch Sizes

Smaller batch processing reduces inventory and exposes problems early:
- Shift from large batch processing to single-piece flow.

- Invest in flexible equipment that can handle varied product types efficiently.

5. Enhancing Demand Forecasting and Planning

Strong forecasting reduces overproduction:
- Use real-time data analytics.

- Collaborate closely with customers and suppliers for better visibility.

6. Emphasizing Quality Control

High defect rates lead to rework and inventory buildup:
- Implement quality at the source.

- Adopt poka-yoke (error-proofing) techniques to prevent errors.



The Benetfits of Eliminating Inventory Evil

Organizations that successfully implement these strategies witness numerous advantages:

Lower Operating Costs: Reduced storage, handling, and obsolescence costs.

Improved Cash Flow: Less capital tied up in inventory allows for reinvestment.

Enhanced Flexibility: Ability to quickly adapt to changing customer demands.

Better Quality: Smaller batches and continuous improvement lead to fewer defects.

Faster Lead Times: Quicker response to customer orders increases satisfaction.

In summary, Shingo’s rejection of inventory as "evil" is rooted in his broader mission to create lean,
efficient, and responsive manufacturing systems. By viewing inventory as a form of waste, organizations
are encouraged to scrutinize their processes, eliminate unnecessary stock, and foster a culture of continuous

improvement.

Real-World Examples of Shingo’s Principles in Action

Many leading companies have adopted Shingo’s philosophy to transform their operations:

- Toyota: The pioneer of lean manufacturing, Toyota’s production system exemplifies minimal inventory
levels through JIT and pull systems.

- Ford: Implemented flow manufacturing to reduce WIP and decrease lead times.

- Amazon: Uses sophisticated demand forecasting and flexible inventory management to minimize stock

while maintaining rapid delivery.

Conclusion

According to Mr. Shigeo Shingo, inventory is more than just a stockpile of parts; it is a symbol of waste that
can hinder operational excellence. His emphasis on lean principles, such as JIT, pull systems, and continuous
improvement, underscores the importance of reducing inventory to achieve a streamlined, responsive, and
cost-effective manufacturing process. Organizations willing to embrace this philosophy must rethink their

approach to inventory management, challenge traditional batch processing, and foster a culture committed



to waste elimination. In doing so, they unlock the potential for increased profitability, better quality, and

greater customer satisfaction — all hallmarks of true lean manufacturing.

Remember: Less inventory doesn’t mean less productivity; it means smarter, more efficient operations

aligned with the core principles championed by Mr. Shigeo Shingo.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why does Mr. Shigeo Shingo consider inventory to be 'evil' in

manufacturing?

Mr. Shingo views inventory as 'evil' because it ties up resources, increases costs, and obscures problems

within the production process, leading to inefficiencies and waste.

How does reducing inventory improve lean manufacturing according to
Mr. Shingo?

Reducing inventory enables quicker detection of issues, streamlines workflows, and promotes a just-in-

time production system, ultimately enhancing efficiency and quality.

What are the main risks associated with high inventory levels as per Mr.
Shingo's principles?

High inventory levels can lead to overproduction, increased storage costs, hidden defects, and difficulty in

identifying process inefficiencies, which can compromise overall quality and responsiveness.

How can companies practically eliminate ‘'evil' inventory following Mr.
Shingo's teachings?

Companies can implement continuous flow, pull systems, standardized work, and rigorous problem-solving

techniques to reduce and eliminate excess inventory.

‘What role does the concept of 'Just-In-Time' play in Mr. Shingo's view of
inventory?

Just-In-Time (JIT) is central to Shingo's philosophy, as it aims to produce only what is needed, when

needed, thereby minimizing inventory and reducing waste.



According to Mr. Shingo, how does excess inventory impact quality

control?

Excess inventory can hide defects and issues, making it harder to identify and address problems promptly,

which can lead to compromised product quality.

What is the relationship between inventory and lead time in Mr.
Shingo's lean practices?

Reducing inventory directly shortens lead times, allowing for more responsive production and quicker

customer delivery.

How did Mr. Shingo's approach to inventory influence modern lean

manufacturing practices?

His emphasis on minimizing inventory became a foundational principle of lean manufacturing,

encouraging organizations to eliminate waste and optimize flow.

Can inventory ever be considered beneficial according to Mr. Shingo?

While some buffer inventory can be useful in specific cases, Shingo advocated for minimizing it as much as

possible to prevent waste and inefficiency.

‘What tools or techniques did Mr. Shingo recommend for reducing

inventory in manufacturing processes?

He recommended techniques such as Single Minute Exchange of Die (SMED), error-proofing (poka-yoke),

standardized work, and continuous improvement to lower inventory levels.

Additional Resources
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Practices

In the landscape of modern manufacturing and operational efficiency, few figures have cast as profound a
shadow as Shigeo Shingo. Renowned as a pioneering thinker in lean manufacturing, Shingo’s philosophies
revolutionized the way industries approach waste reduction, process optimization, and, notably, inventory
management. Central to his teachings is the provocative assertion that inventory is evil — a statement that
challenges traditional manufacturing paradigms and urges companies to rethink their entire approach to

stock control. This article delves into the origins of Shingo’s perspectives, explores the underlying



principles behind his stance, and examines how his ideas continue to influence contemporary

manufacturing practices.

The Genesis of Shingo’s Philosophy: Challenging Conventional
Wisdom

Before exploring the assertion that inventory is evil, it’s essential to understand the context within which
Shigeo Shingo developed his ideas. During the post-World War II era, Japanese manufacturing faced the
pressing need to rebuild and compete on the global stage. Companies grappled with inefficiencies, excessive
waste, and high costs. Shingo, working alongside other luminaries such as Taiichi Ohno at Toyota, sought

methods to eliminate waste systematically.
Key points in Shingo’s background:

- Focus on Waste Reduction: Shingo identified seven types of waste in manufacturing, emphasizing that
excess inventory is a prime contributor.

- Development of Single-Minute Exchange of Die (SMED): Innovating quick changeover techniques to
reduce batch sizes, thereby decreasing inventory levels.

- Pioneering Error-Proofing (Poka-Yoke): Ensuring quality at the source, reducing rework, and

minimizing the need for buffer stock.

Shingo’s approach was not merely about reducing inventory for the sake of efficiency but about aligning

production closely with actual demand, emphasizing flow, and eliminating waste.

Why Does Shingo Consider Inventory Evil?

Shingo’s declaration that “inventory is evil” is rooted in his broader philosophy of waste elimination and
lean thinking. To understand this statement fully, one must analyze the multifaceted roles that inventory

plays in manufacturing and why Shingo regarded excess inventory as inherently problematic.

Inventory as a Sign of Waste and Inefficiency

In lean manufacturing, inventory is often viewed as a form of waste, specifically muda — one of the three



core categories of waste in the Toyota Production System. Excess inventory indicates:

- Overproduction: Producing more than customer demand.
- Bottlenecks: Waiting for upstream processes to catch up.
- Inefficient workflows: Storage and handling add unnecessary steps.

- Capital tie-up: Funds invested in stock that could be used elsewhere.

Shingo argued that inventory shields problems rather than solving them. When a process has defects,
excess inventory hides these defects, preventing immediate detection and correction. This leads to larger

issues down the line, increasing costs and complicating quality control.

Inventory as a Barrier to Flexibility and Responsiveness

High inventory levels reduce a manufacturing system’s agility. When a company produces in large
batches, it becomes less responsive to changes in customer demand or market conditions. Shingo believed
that lean systems favor smaller lot sizes and just-in-time (JIT) production, which minimize inventory and

allow for rapid adaptation.

Impact on Quality and Continuous Improvement

Excess inventory can mask quality issues, allowing defects to accumulate without immediate detection.
This complicates root cause analysis and slows down continuous improvement efforts. Shingo emphasized

that minimizing inventory fosters a culture of quality, where problems are visible and addressed promptly.

Core Principles Underpinning Shingo’s Viewpoint

Shingo’s stance on inventory is supported by several foundational principles that form the backbone of lean

manufacturing.

1. The Principle of Pull Production

Instead of pushing products based on forecasts, lean systems operate on a pull basis, where production is
triggered by actual customer demand. This significantly reduces the need for safety stock and buffer

inventory.



2. Continuous Flow and Cell Production

Shingo advocated for establishing continuous flow lines and cellular manufacturing to eliminate batch
processing. This approach reduces work-in-progress (WIP) and inventory levels, enabling quicker response

times.

3. Error-Proofing and Quality at the Source

By designing processes that prevent errors before they occur, companies reduce rework and scrap, which

would otherwise necessitate additional inventory to buffer against defects.

4. Small Lot Sizes and Quick Changeovers

Shingo’s development of SMED techniques allowed manufacturers to switch from large batches to small lot

sizes, decreasing the need for large inventories of raw materials, WIP, and finished goods.

Practical Implications of Shingo’s Philosophy

Implementing the idea that inventory is evil requires a comprehensive transformation of manufacturing

processes. This section explores tangible strategies inspired by Shingo’s teachings.

Implementing Just-In-Time (JIT) Systems

- Demand-Pull Scheduling: Producing only what is needed, when it is needed.
- Kanban Systems: Visual signals to control inventory levels and trigger production.
- Supplier Integration: Building reliable supply chains to ensure timely delivery of raw materials, reducing

the need for safety stocks.

Redesigning Processes for Flow

- Cellular Layouts: Grouping machines and operators to facilitate seamless workflow.

- Minimizing Setup Times: Using SMED to enable quick changeovers, supporting smaller batch sizes.



- Standardized Work: Establishing uniform procedures to streamline operations and reduce variability.

Fostering a Culture of Continuous Improvement

- Problem-Solving Teams: Encouraging frontline workers to identify inefficiencies.
- Visual Management: Using boards and indicators to make process statuses visible.

- Root Cause Analysis: Addressing problems at their source rather than masking them with inventory.



