
The work team also identified 
technology solutions to reduce the 
steps being used to shuffle various 
papers around the office. They used 
software to track each specimen 
throughout the analytical process. 
They began to save reports as pdf 
files instead of generating paper 
printouts, and they created electronic 
folders for each patient instead of 
paper files. This reduced the work-
load for technologists and secretaries. 
The revised process also made re-
ports immediately available to ap-
propriate personnel and ultimately 
reduced the need for retyping when 
secretaries created final analytical 
reports for physicians. This reduced 
overall turnaround time for report-
ing results to ordering physicians 
and patients. (Fig. 1 shows materials 
cost savings captured by the initial 
reduction in paperwork.) 

The pathologists and secretaries 
worked together to implement voice-
activated transcription, which fur-
ther reduced the flow of paper in the 
department. It also reduced the over-
all time spent by pathologists and 
secretaries on dictating and transcrib-
ing by about 50 minutes per day. 

(Fig. 2 shows the estimated total time 
savings owing to initial improve-
ments in the department.) 

Over a period of several months, 
the department’s staff members con-
tinued to identify areas where they 
could improve the flow of their pro-
cesses (Table 2). Most of our work 
was completed by January 2010, with 
the project having confirmed that the 
Toyota Production System works in 
health care (Fig. 3).

Lessons learned

The work teams and department 
staff members learned several impor-
tant lessons during this TPS journey.

First, it was critical that the staff 
own this project. They received full 
management support throughout the 
project and were empowered to 
make suggestions and implement 
changes they felt were necessary. 
Although the department manager 
established the goal for the project, 
she did not drive the improvements. 
Instead, staff commitment and en-
thusiasm led to a cultural transfor-
mation, which ultimately resulted in 
project success and sustainability.

Second, the process had to be on-
going and not just another flavor-of-
the-month project. The initial map-
ping process provided the team with 

an eye-opening view of the waste 
and redundancies in its existing pro-
cess. The workflow changes were 
simple to see and easy to correct. 
When the staff felt empowered to 
implement changes, they experi-
enced immediate gratification, which 
made it easier to sustain the process 
over time. Work volume has in-
creased by more than eight percent, 
yet there has been no need to increase 
staff or schedule overtime. 

Third, this TPS process changed 
how the staff members work to-
gether as a team. Every new test and 
issue is examined with a critical eye 
to ascertain the best workflow and 
the best process. Staff, not manage-
ment, leads this, and the result is an 
efficient and cost-effective flow cy-
tometry laboratory.

Finally, the work team and depart-
ment staff were able to identify a list 
of specific, immediate action items 
needed to maintain the high service 
level expected from a regional spe-
cialty laboratory. They were able to 
set and accomplish their initial goals 
for process improvement within sev-
eral months, not years. And the flow 
cytometry department continues to 
identify and reduce waste in its pro-
cesses. TPS techniques are now part 
of its culture.�
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From CAP Press

Practical Guide to Gynecolog-
ic Cytopathology: Morphology, 
Management, and Molecular 
Methods is an image-intensive 
guide that covers fundamental 
and advanced cytopathology. The 
text provides a realistic frame-
work for diagnosis that will assist 
practitioners in their daily work. 
Relevant background material 
and basic lab management prin-
ciples are included. The book is 
edited by David C. Wilbur, MD, 
and Michael R. Henry, MD, with 
contributions from CAP Cytopa-
thology Committee members. For 
CAP members, $105; for others, 
$130. To order (item PUB121), call 
800-323-4040 option 1.
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Table 2. Non-value added tasks identified and benefits achieved
Benefit Staff-Area Metric Annual savings

Eliminated tech time logging specimens in to manual 
logbooks and other paperwork

Technologists 75 minutes/day $21,000

Eliminated printing and creating paper copies in specimen 
handling throughout process

Technologists, 
secretaries

5–10 minutes/day $260

Reduced redundant data entry, paperwork, filing, and 
creating files

Technologists 160 minutes/day $19,000

Eliminated manual worksheet and file for each patient Technologists 20–30 minutes/day $1,000

Eliminated need for leased copy machine in department Supply Eliminated copy machine
$600/year lease + cost of paper, 
toner

Reduced inventory of paper, office supplies, and lab 
supplies for all departments in this laboratory area

Supply for 3 
departments 

75% reduction in office 
supplies

$8,000

Developed monitoring system for reagent and antibody 
costs for testing

Supply 
management

Purchasing costs $13,000

Implemented use of Dragon software, reducing need for 
transcription of pathologist reports 

Secretaries, 
pathologists

50 minutes/day; reduced 
staffing by 0.5 FTE

$10,000/year

Cleaned and cleared 5S work and storage areas
Technologists, 
staff

20–30 minutes/day
$1,000 
25% more open space in cabinets

Implemented inventory card system–Kanban 3 departments 30 minutes/week
$1,000
Eliminated extra/emergency ordering

Improved specimen storage process after processing Technologists 30 minutes/week
$1,000
Eliminated need for 1 freezer

Reduced time staff members spent hunting for supplies Technologists 125 minutes/day $15,000
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