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COMPANY OVERVIEW

Clinical Cabinets is a leader in designing 
and creating inspiring laboratory and 
clinical workspaces in medical device, 
pharmaceutical, industrial, healthcare, 
educational and technology industries. 
Based in Ireland with customers in 
Ireland, the UK, and North America, we 
are ISO 9001 certified specialists and 
are renowned for our technical 
expertise and innovative laboratory 
furniture designs. We collaborate 
closely with laboratory managers and 
facility engineers to design furniture 
and spaces that empower and aid 
productivity. The business has 6 
employees, and we work closely with a 
team of consultants and installation 
experts. Our product range includes 
Lean Workbench Systems, Height 
Adjustable Workstations, Fixed and 
Mobile Laboratories, Storage Cabinets, 
and Partition Systems. Our client base 
includes Boston Scientific, Smith & 
Nephew, Procter & Gamble, Abbvie, 
Abbott, McMaster University, Bon 
Secour Group, and Coca Cola. 

www.clinicalcabinets.com
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OVERVIEW & BACKGROUND TO THE LEAN INITIATIVE

When our small furniture manufacturing business saw its turnover 
increase but its bottom line remain stagnant, there was a clear indication 
that something was not right. After close analysis, it was decided the 
company needed to adopt Lean for the following reasons:

 ∫ Trends in customer demand were inconsistent, leaving it difficult to 
deliver accurate sales forecasts.

 ∫ Making high-quality furniture for laboratory and cleanroom 
environments needs attention to detail and time which didn’t easily 
translate into standardised work.

 ∫ Raw materials such as metals and specialist materials and components 
often have long procurement cycles and changeable prices.

 ∫ Labour skill and availability was shrinking due to a lack of qualified 
graduates and emigration.

Despite these challenges, we embraced Lean to a place where the cycles 
of production have shortened and profit has increased in line with 
turnover. Not only that, our customer satisfaction rating is at 96% and 
employees enjoy a more balanced work environment.

LEAN INITIATIVE UNDERTAKEN – LEAN THINKING, 
TOOLS, TECHNIQUES

Several factors led Clinical Cabinets to determine in 2016 that things 
needed to change. The cost of doing business in Ireland was on the 
increase; inconsistent sales (customer type and product type) were 
forcing the company to be reactive instead of proactively managing its 
sales funnel; and, with the economy returning to a more positive position 
following the recession, new entrants were coming into the market. As 
John Walsh, Managing Director, notes: “The business reason for 
launching Lean was for survival and to get the business back to a 
solid foundation from which to build on”.

The company sought advice from LEO Galway, who in turn recommended 
Paula McNicholas of Lean Team Strategies as a Lean Service Provider. 
The company created a three-year plan to reduce costs by at least 20%, 



which encompassed better capacity utilisation (labour and 
machinery) through improved production management, JIT 
production, and creating a new Lean culture in the 
organisation. Key management were sent for off-site training 
with Paula, and this led the way forward for others on the 
team. Production improvements were the first targets.

The production floor was set up in a ‘per-man’ system, 
meaning each cabinet maker had everything around them. 
From materials, to boxes of components, to jigs, to 
equipment, they barely had any space to move. The first 
step was to embark on a 5S journey. Production shut down 
for one week and every item was checked, sorted, organised 
into its area or thrown out. Immediately we could see the 
difference in both the workspace and the team ethos.

Figure 1.

The next step was to reorganise the production floor into 
cells, whereby each stage of the manufacturing process had 
its own cell. This alone reduced waste and cut manufacture 
time because the production process was now in flow. A 
designation area was created for WIP and finished goods, 
which meant it was clear to see if there was product sitting 
and not being dispatched. A new system for managing the 
purchasing and production schedule was introduced which 
meant everything was tracked to a job number. Concern & 
Corrective Action Reports (CCARs) were tracked as part of 
this system, and this enabled a reduction in errors along the 
production process, especially from suppliers. The team also 
introduced a daily ‘check-in’, a Clinical Cabinets adaptation 
of Scrum methodology that improved team communications 
and led to a more supportive environment.

Once a rhythm was introduced in production, the sales and 
finance area of the business got to work. Value streams 
were looked at which led to re-organising some individuals’ 
roles and positions. Initially, this was challenging because 
cabinet makers are creative and skillful people, but once 
people saw the value-add and ease that value streaming 
contributed to the workplace, they took it on, albeit 
reluctantly initially. That said, this is still a work in progress, 
and involving them throughout is key. Where possible, we 
batch produce items such as lockers and standard cabinets 
into a Kanban from which we can ‘pull’. This gives an 
approximate improvement in lead time of 20%. Currently, 
our average lead time for standard items is 2 weeks, and 
larger laboratory design, manufacture, and fit projects sit at 
4-6 weeks from receipt of a purchase order.

Figure 2.

Improving communication was key for the initiative. Daily 
meetings between sales and operations were introduced. A 
Kanban system for sales, design, and materials ordering and 
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production was introduced. Whiteboards were added to the 
sales office, design office, and production floor as visual 
aids. Hours are now tracked against targets and metrics are 
reported on a weekly basis. With greater tracking came 
better cost accounting and estimating.

“The best thing about the Lean initiative is that we 
are able to pass our improvements onto the 
customer either through better pricing or by adding 
value in our design and service” says John Walsh.

At Clinical Cabinets, the foundation work has been put in and 
now the Lean mentality exists in everything we do. Ongoing 
reminders through mini-training sessions occur which keep 
the team constantly in step with Lean tools and techniques.

LEAN INITIATIVE IMPROVEMENTS & IMPACT

The success of the Lean programme can be seen and felt on 
a daily basis in Clinical Cabinets. The culture has changed to 
becoming more customer focused, which means everyone is 
striving to meet customer expectations, be that in design, 
purchasing, production, or installation.

During the initial Lean initiative, the KPI for hours over target 
went from 56% in the first month to 23% in the second 
month to 0% in the third month. Productivity increased by a 
massive 82% with a total cost saving of approximately 
€76,000.

Lean accounting principles are now being adopted, and this 
is supporting better decision making around technology and 
system improvements. New manufacturing technology and 
business expansion is being planned around our Lean 
experience. We intend on introducing a new ERP system too, 
however, not without planning it appropriately into our Lean-
led company development. In essence, we’re following the 
basic Lean principle of Plan, Do, Check, Act(PDCA).

As we progress each year, we get closer and closer to having 
a true figure of actual costs and that is helping us fine-tune 
our expectations and support better decision making. Over 
the course of the three years we have seen turnover and 
profit improvements of up to 20%.

“Clinical Cabinets is a small business with a family-
like culture. Lean brings everyone together, where 
everyone’s voice matters. Using Lean practices, 
we deliver products and services that meet the 
expectations of the world’s biggest multinationals. 
We are taking pride in this and our team, and I feel 
this translates to our customers. Paula McNicholas 
was instrumental in changing the nature of how we 
work in Clinical Cabinets. Her supportive, client-
led approach allowed everyone the opportunity to 
participate at whatever level they were at. She has a 
unique talent for getting the best out of people while 
keeping an eye on the quantitative demands of Lean 
projects. We thoroughly enjoyed working with her.”
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