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The Road Less Travelled: Part 2
Customer-Focused Manufacturing Innovation

When you consider what it takes to chop a road out of 
forests and mountains and transform it from a rocky 
footpath into a broad highway, it is little wonder that 
few people consider blazing a new path. Many of us 
enjoy the ribbon of highways, but have no appreci-
ation for what it cost to build one. Blazing a new path 
for your company can be harrowing and difficult too, so 
it is tempting to stay on the well-travelled roads. Part 2 
of this discussion focuses on that harrowing part—the 
parts that aren’t so interesting and tantalizing and that 
keep us from trying something new.

Should we or shouldn’t we?
One of life’s paradoxes is that “following the crowd” is a 
dangerous way to make choices, yet it doesn’t makes 
sense to rule in favor of the minority when voting. In 
some situations following the crowd is the right thing to 
do, but other times it is weak and foolish. You face this 
paradox to some degree as you try to decide whether 
you should take the less travelled road in your business. 
Sometimes the reason a path is well travelled is because 
it really is the best route. When not many people are 
doing what you’re considering doing, it is wise to step 
back and consider a few things. 

Is it legal?
If the changes you make are changes you have to hide, 
then you should stay off of it. I know a businessman and 
his partners who made changes they thought would 
help their company get ahead. It was a road few others 

were travelling—and for good reason. These men are 
now facing federal prosecution for defrauding the gov-
ernment. There is safety on the beaten path. 

Is there a compelling reason?
At Country Value Woodworks, we’ve chosen a less 
travelled path, and it’s a path we would encourage 
others to take too. However, we are not encouraging 
you to change what is working well. Sometimes we get 
the idea that the goal is to be different. Different seems 
trendy, and we want to be part of it. Perhaps we hope 
it will bring us recognition or respect. These motives get 
us into trouble when we follow the crowd. 

You need to know where you want to end up, and 
let those reasons, not the crowd, inform the path you 
take. There is no virtue in doing things that are new and 
different just for the sake of being new and different. But 
neither is there virtue in keeping things the same, just 
because that’s what has always been done. 

There is no virtue in doing things 
that are new and different just for 
the sake of being new and different.
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Stuck in a rut
The dirt road of business is full of ruts that we can get 
stuck in. A rut isn’t necessarily negative, because it can 
be a shallow groove that helps you steer and keeps you 
out of the ditch. This is good, if the rut gets you where 
you want to go. But sometimes a rut inhibits you from 
reaching your goal. Learn to evaluate the ruts in the road 
of business. Is it helping you or hindering you?

Taking the plunge
When a battleship is hit by enemy fire, the greatest 
concern isn’t whether it made a hole in the ship, but 
whether the hole is above or below the waterline. A ship 
can withstand a lot of damage so long as the damage 
remains above the waterline, but if the hole is below 
the waterline, the ship is going down. In the world 
of business, when you are a leader who leads your 
company into new territory, you can be sure that the 
company is going to take some hits. That’s why many 
of us don’t make good leaders. We’re afraid to lead the 
company into any territory where there is the risk of it 
taking a hit at all. 

One day the leader of our company, Elam Esh, called 
me into his office. It was a typical business-related 
meeting, but I noticed that he looked amused, as if he 
was about to start laughing. Puzzled, I looked around and 
noticed a pair of wet, muddy socks hanging close to the 
light to dry. Then I noticed a pair of wet, muddy shoes 
creating a puddle beside his desk. And then I noticed his 
bare feet. Even his shirt was hanging near the window, ap-
parently to dry. 

That morning Elam had decided to walk to work, and 
took a short cut across the fields. A creek ran across his 
route, but Elam thought there was a log across it. Since 
there wasn’t, and he was already running late for work, 
he evaluated the possibility of jumping to the other bank. 
He decided the worst that could happen would be a wet 
landing that would require drying his clothes out at work. 

Needless to say, he didn’t make it. But that’s why Elam 
is a good leader. He would not have jumped if a misjudg-
ment of the distance would have risked drowning. Many 
of us won’t take a leap at anything unless we are certain 

of success. If you are going to forge into new territory, you 
must take risks and expect that you will misjudge some of 
your capabilities. The key is to know where your waterline 
is and not step into an area where a mistake would be 
mortal to your company. And for sure, don’t take risks 
simply to prove you’re an entrepreneur. Entrepreneurial 
leaders are courageous, but not reckless. 

As you face the “should we, or shouldn’t we” question, 
remember that it isn’t a question of ease or comfort, but 
a question of “will it get me safely to where I want to go?” 
Expect challenges. The road less travelled has boulders 
you must navigate around, trees across the path, thorns 
and poison ivy. 

Challenges we face
You may have gotten the impression from Part 1 that 
life at Country Value Woodworks is all sunshine and 
bunny rabbits. That is not the case. Let me share with 
you some of the problems we faced even as we were 
preparing this material and jotting down those convinc-
ing percentages. 

One of those percentages took a hit was our lead 
time. We like to keep lead time under ten days, but in 
the past few weeks it has been more than twenty days. 
It’s not because we have too many orders, but because 
of challenges within the business. For example, we lost 
several good employees. When that happened, produc-
tivity immediately went down. That neat bonus system 
we described in Part 1—well, it didn’t really exist in the 
past two pay periods, which means that we lost any 

If you are going to forge into new 
territory, you must take risks  
and expect that you will misjudge 
some of your capabilities.  
Know your waterline.
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momentum that it had created. We’ve put a lot of time, 
effort, and money into increasing productivity, but at the 
moment it is trending down anyway. 

To top that off, we ran out of diesel fuel in the middle 
of a workday two weeks ago. That has never happened 
in the twenty years we’ve been in business. When the 
diesel generator stops, our shop stops. Since we do team 
troubleshooting now, we sent a team to investigate. 
They couldn’t figure out where the diesel fuel went. It’s a 
mystery—maybe someone is stealing it.

We’ve discovered that some teams aren’t troubleshoot-
ing in the way they’re supposed to. Troubleshooting takes 
time, so they tend not to do it often enough nor deeply 
enough. In addition, one team’s data is indicating that we 
have a quality issue at a critical step in our single piece 
flow. At this particular step, the defect rate should be 
around 1%, but instead it is around 15%, which throws a 
wrench in our productivity. Part of the frustration is that 
we’ve been doing this for long enough that it seems like 
we should have moved beyond some of these problems. 

The bright side of this is that the company is still profit-
able. All of the wounds are above the waterline so far. But 

this is what it’s really like walking the road less travelled. 
We hope that we’ll move past the problems toward better 
improvements. It’s not all sunshine and bunny rabbits, but 
neither is it all dust and grasshoppers. Our ultimate goal 
was to serve our customers. They seem happy with us, 
happy with their orders, and happy with the profit they 
are making. 

Bring your people with you
Part 1 referred to innovating the “soft stuff”—the things 
that pertain to people. One of the significant complex-
ities of any new idea is getting others to go along with 
it. You can’t do it without them, but sometimes it seems 
like you can’t do it with them either. People are the sig-
nificant variables. We each have a mind of our own, and 
our own motives and desires. Because they are such a 
significant part of successfully making changes in your 
business, I’ve dedicated a large portion of the article to 
understanding how to bring your people along. 

A common sentiment in many workplaces is the 
general distrust of leadership. One of the first challenges 
to overcome is that distrust. Employees seem to assume 
that every new idea management suggests is a ploy to 
get more for themselves. Not only do they assume man-
agement will benefit, but that the employees will get the 
short end of the stick. If your workforce doesn’t trust you, 
the road less travelled is not an option for you. 

Understand the nature of people
People are motivated by individual goals and desires. 
I’ve heard farmers say that if you can get the first couple 
cows going in the right direction, the rest will follow. 
Humans are more like cats—they all go their own 
direction. I once heard a cat trainer say that the key to 
getting cats to cooperate is getting them to think that 
what you want them to do is their own idea. 

Some of that strategy applies to people. We had a 
choice when we began to make changes in our company. 
We could force employees to go with us and fire them if 
they didn’t. Or we could try to understand their desires 
and goals and make them a part of the new strategy. The 
hope is that they will not only want to come along, but 
also help make it successful. For this reason we had to 
share our vision with them, and envision with them how 
they would benefit from it. 

It’s the difference between saying, “Today everyone has 
to climb that mountain,” versus, “Wouldn’t it be amazing 
to see the view from that peak? How many of you will go 
with me?” If the employees get a vision of the benefits, 
they will offer to help and will motivate their fellow 

 If your workforce doesn’t trust 
you, the road less travelled 
is not an option for you.
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and developed, your employees will go back to just 
using their muscles. We have needed to schedule consis-
tent times for meetings to gather and shape ideas. We’ve 
also hung a white board at each department so an 
employee can write down an idea while he is thinking 
about it. These are ways that our employees have come 
to believe we’re serious about this. 

Put new ideas to use
Don’t just gather the ideas—execute them. You 
can’t use every idea that is suggested. However, your 
goal should be for the employees to be able to walk 
through the shop and say, “That jig over there was my 
idea,” or, “Moving this machine over here was my idea,” 
or, “I suggested we change this design, and now the 
assembly can be done in fewer steps.” You will get some 
impractical ideas, like buying an extravagant machine, or 
something that is impossible or detrimental. But when 
employees see that you take their practical, useful ideas 
seriously, it helps build trust and stimulates their minds 
toward more good ideas. 

Make it part of basic training	
We once had an employee who was offended because 
we insisted he help troubleshoot and help improve our 
system. We realized that when we hired him we had 
failed to tell him that giving input was part of his job 
description. We now have a flip chart called “What to 

employees to help as well. Be a visionary leader and paint 
a compelling picture of a preferable future. 

Get your key people on board
When we were ready to switch our entire system over to 
the single piece flow process, one of our key managers 
was not on board. We waited on him. At times I felt like 
we needed to just tell him that he needed to adjust to the 
fact that this is how we’re going to do it, but Elam insisted 
he would not tell his managers to get on board; he would 
wait until they were ready and wanted it themselves. 

The managers aren’t the only ones with influence. Most 
companies have lay workers who are respected by their 
fellow employees. I can say from experience that you 
want to identify these people and get them on board. 
They will help to bring others along. 

Changes in an organization take time. We are inclined to 
be so excited about the benefits of the new road, that we 
want everyone else to be instantly be converted as well. Be 
patient. If employees seem reluctant, perhaps they are still 
learning to trust you. Once you have them on board, you 
can persist. Take steps forward that make sense. Stick to 
your priorities. Don’t lurch from whim to whim, fad to fad. 
Pick out a few steps, and go at it methodically. 

Use more than their muscles
One of the things I love most about the changes we’ve 
made is the shift from viewing employees as muscles to 
make stuff to viewing them as muscles, and brains, and 
creativity. I believe this is a significant part of getting 
the workforce on board. There is no way to go down this 
road without them, and they are more inclined to go 
with you if you are using their ideas. 

Once again, a key to making this work is overcoming 
distrust they have of leadership. Leaders can say a lot 
of nice things, but many leaders don’t follow through. 
Overcome that suspicion by proving you mean it. Here 
are some ways we’ve needed to prove we mean it. 

Create time and structure for new ideas
It’s easy to say, “Go out and have ideas,” but if you don’t 
create time and structure for those ideas to be collected 

There is no way to go down this 
road without your employees, and 
they are more inclined to go with 
you if you are using their ideas.
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To help keep the atmosphere safe at improvement 
meetings, we write each suggestion on a white board as 
they come without allowing any commentary. When we 
have fifteen ideas, we’ll say, “Let’s pick three or four ideas 
that we can start with.” This allows the group to choose 
the most practical ideas without explicitly rejecting the 
others. Some of the best machine setups we’ve made 
have come through this team brainstorming. 

Conclusion
Chopping out a new road isn’t glamorous or romantic. 
It is slow work. Some roads have taken generations to 
develop. Walking that less travelled road isn’t something 
to take lightly, but it can be done with the right leader-
ship and the willing muscles and minds of many people. 

Expect If You Work at Country Value Woodworks.” We tell 
interviewees that it is called team-based continuous im-
provement, and that it is a key part of what we do. We 
tell him that if he is hired, it is not just for what he can do, 
but that we are hiring him to think as well. 

Make it safe
Sharing new ideas isn’t as easy as it sounds. People’s 
feelings get hurt if their idea wasn’t accepted or if others 
thought it was silly. Since improvement meetings are 
on the clock, it’s tempting to put pressure on people 
to share only the best ideas. Some of their ideas we 
don’t like. It’s challenging to navigate these discussions 
and keep the atmosphere open so people don’t feel 
too vulnerable. 

Ray Randolph does consulting under the name Effective Systems. He helps companies adopt “Lean Manufacturing.” This 
personal presentation was summarized and adapted for print by Anabaptist Financial.


