
Applying Lean Principles at  
San José Public Library 



∎What are Lean processes 
 

∎How we applied Lean to checkin 
 

∎How we applied Lean to technical 
services  
 

∎ROIs for both projects 
 

 



Population:  945,942 
Circulation:  11,544,886 
Visits:  6,780,193  



∎Elimination of non-value added 
processes and activities to improve 
service performance and reduce cost 

 

∎Delivery of a product to the customer 
in the most effective way in the least 
amount of steps 

 



 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 



∎Think of navigating a river free of 
obstacles, twists and turns vs. one 
with rocks, fallen trees and other 
debris… 

 

∎The ideal condition is when the 
product enters the stream and flows 
through unobstructed, quickly and 
smoothly to the end... 
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∎LSTA Grant to apply Lean to back room processes 
 
∎Work has outpaced the work spaces 
 
∎Too many carts, too much staff time to check in, 
sort and  shelve items 
 
∎Return-to-shelf time was often longer than 48 
hours 
 
∎Not meeting customer expectations 
 

 

 
 

 
 



1. Identify Value: Check in and shelve 
items in least amount of steps and 
in less time. Save staff time and 
make items available to customers 

 

2. Map the Value Stream: Inventory 
each step, evaluate, eliminate 
what no longer brings value 

 

3. Create Flow: Develop streamlined 
floor plan and less staging areas 

 

4. Establish Pull: Implement changes 
and have staff establish the Pull 

 

5. Seek Perfection: Do continuous 
improvement 

 

 

 

 

 



ADULT MEDIA

Cart Corral 

Ready for Shelving

JUVENILE LANGUAGE
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BOOKS MEDIA

Cart Corral 

Ready for Shelving





Before Lean After Lean 



ROI’s and Discoveries 
 

∎Time for returned materials back to shelf went 
from 23 hours to 15 hours 
 

∎20% reduction in labor costs 
 

∎Improved employee productivity and morale 
 

∎Improved space utilization 
 

∎Sustainable, replicable improvements 
 

∎Staff re-assigned to relational work (customer 
assistance) 

 

 

 



What We Discovered  
∎Eliminate ‘staging’ 
areas for sorting 

 

∎Sort to top shelves, 
not on bottom 

Two return slots rather 
 than four 
 



Seek Perfection – Automated 
Materials Handling with Lean 



 



1. Identify Value: Receive, process, 
catalog  and  distribute to 
customer in least amount of steps 
and less time 

 

2. Map the Value Stream: Inventory 
each step, evaluate, eliminate 
what no longer brings value 

 

3. Create Flow: Develop streamlined 
floor plan and less staging areas 

 

4. Establish Pull: Implement changes 
and have staff establish the Pull 

 

5. Seek Perfection:  Do continuous 
improvement 

 

 

 

 



∎Staff resistance  ‘administration doing this to 
us’ 

∎Perceptions of ‘am I doing a bad job?’ “Am I 
going to lose my job?” 

∎Have leads in unit who are part of team who can 
help team with being on board with vision 

∎Try not to take it personally 

∎Getting the experts to the table 

∎Reassure that this is not set in stone – can be 
reviewed and changed 

 









RECEIVE and SORT

  - King

  - Branches

  - English vs. Language

PROCESS

  - Stamp/Date

  - Barcode

  - Tattletape

  - Check-In

  - Print Labels

DISTRIBUTE
  

  - Routing Bags

  - Routing Bins





New Floor Plan 



Before Lean After Lean 





 

∎ Shelf-ready items released within 24 hours 
 

∎ Items requiring special handling greatly reduced. Languages and 
media still require handling, but typically out within a week 
 

∎ Continuous flow through ‘pull’ with very few staging areas 
 

∎ Cross-trained staff. Catalogers now also receive all items, order 
staff do basic copy cataloging and shelf ready 

 
∎  For bottlenecks, staff can move to where work is 

 
∎ Periodicals are not a separate work flow – now incorporated 

 
∎ Leaner workstations and redesigned layout 
 
∎ Increased visual to see logjams and work flow 
 

 



∎Putting items on lower shelf 
of cart 

 

∎Color coded tabs in first 
copy of each book 

 

∎50 book carts! 
 



 

∎Rush status 
 

∎Language labels for non-Roman 
materials to put on title page  

 

∎Consolidated the receiving and 
cataloging work stations  

 

∎Removed second ‘quality control’ 
step 

 

 



∎The flow needs to start ‘upstream’ with 
selectors’ 
 

∎Selectors started ordering in smaller batches 
by month to create continuous flow 
 

∎No more overwhelming end of year overloads 
 

∎Create set distributions for language 
materials (no more waiting for selector input) 



∎Examination and analysis of every step of a 
process, including time spent, helps to 
discover where waste is occurring 
 

∎It is important to recognize and accept that 
there is always room for improvement 
 

∎Implementation of Lean principles is an 
ongoing process - a nonstop effort 

 

∎Can be done without any extra funds 
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 Carol.Frost@SJLibrary.org 

 Ruth.Barefoot@SJLibrary.org 

 Trish.Sylvie@SJLibrary.org 

 KellyJ.Hubbard@SJLibrary.org 

  


