
Anthropology Concepts and Skills Process Improvement Concepts and Skills 

Research design Negotiating a project charter with key
stakeholders

Local knowledge Subject Matter Experts (SMEs): “The people
who do the work, know the work best.”

Systems thinking Value stream mapping
Root cause analysis

Building a Career in 
Process Improvement
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Process improvement in organizational settings is group of related methodologies
used to improve overall performance. Several popular approaches share principles
including continuous improvement, respect for people, and value to both internal and
external customers. They include Lean, Six Sigma, Total Quality Management, Agile,
and combinations such as Lean-Six Sigma.

At the core of process improvement is the concept of waste—defined as effort that does not
accomplish its intended goal. Common examples include making a piece of equipment per
instructions only to find out that it did not meet customer expectations or regulatory
requirements, putting too much effort into a simple task, or misplacing supplies before they can
be used. The same problems that make work frustrating, boring, anxiety-producing, and
potentially unsafe are generally viewed as waste. Not only do they cost organizations money, but
they also result in dissatisfied customers and disengaged employees. When process
improvement is done well and waste is reduced, all stakeholders benefit. 

Lean facilitators focus attention on the waste in internal processes and structures that is critical
to the organization’s strategy and core mission. They ask probing and clarifying questions so that
the production team can see the entire work system including their inputs (e.g., supplies,
information, labor) and their outputs (e.g., products, services). Facilitators are key translators
between the strategic direction of top management and the practical knowledge of frontline
workers. The goal is to identify the most significant forms of waste and decide as a team what
actions to take. This work is intellectually challenging, perennially challenging, and personally
satisfying.

Comparing Anthropology to Process Improvement

Anthropologists possess knowledge and skills that are directly relevant to organizational process-
improvement roles. This guide helps translate some of the key features of anthropology as they
relate to process improvement. 



Anthropology Concepts and Skills Process Improvement Concepts and Skills 

Mixed-methods research 

Performance management—designing
“Key Performance Measures” (KPIs) that
accurately reflect the nuances of desired

business outcomes

Ethnographic observation

Going To Gemba: a practice in Lean of
observing a process in real time and at the
actual location to identify opportunities for

improvement

Eliciting, recording and analyzing stories Facilitating process improvement
workshops

Subcultures and culture change Organizational culture, tribalism / silos, and
culture change

Storytelling and oral presentation skills Project report-outs

Lean is considered one of the leading business models with wide influence across industries and
sectors. Some industries have embraced process improvement more thoroughly and
thoughtfully than others. Anthropologists find process improvement positions in many of these
industries:

Industrial manufacturing
Warehousing and distribution
Healthcare
State and large local government agencies
Hospitality industries (e.g., restaurant chains, hotel chains)
Technology development
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What Industries Hire Specialists in Process Improvement?

Job Title Keywords
Management Analyst

Lean Facilitator
Quality Specialist

Organizational Development Consultant
Process Improvement Specialist

Performance Excellence
Operational Excellence



Limited opportunities to write or
synthesize work, even for internal
audiences, depending on your
specific employer.
Essential to juggle multiple projects
simultaneously and adjust rapidly to
changing organizational conditions.
Because organizational change is
difficult, Lean Specialists can be laid
off during an economic downturn.

Work with all roles and levels from
frontline staff to executive leaders.
Help people see value in their work
and regain pride and optimism. 
Teach core social science concepts
and tools in bite-sized pieces.
Develop professional skills that are
highly portable; hiring from a
different field or sector is seen as
advantageous because you have
‘fresh eyes.’ 

Potential Benefits Potential Drawbacks

Get training: Learn the fundamental skills of an approach like Lean or Six Sigma.
Organizations pay attention to credentials (e.g., Lean Practitioner, Green Belt vs. Black Belt,
Agile Coach). Institutional resources include the Lean Enterprise Institute, and the Program
Management Institute.  Your local university’s professional development extension program is
also a great resource.
Recognize the parallels: Pay attention to the mix of group facilitation versus statistical
control concepts in the training curriculum. Anthropologists understand these two focal areas
as akin to the qualitative versus quantitative distinction. You do not have to be an expert in all
of it but you do need to be conversant.
Self-directed learning: Read classic  and current business texts  on process improvement.
Discover anthropological accounts of process improvement in industry.
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How Can I Prepare for a Job in Process Improvement?
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