[image: image1.png]Consider, for example, the American Airlines flight attendant who sent a suggestion into
headquarters in Dallas, Texas, one of some 47,000 ideas the airline received that year from its
employees. Her idea was about the Sevruga Malossol caviar the airline offered its first class
passengers on every international flight. This caviar was the most expensive food item on the
plane. Standard procedure called for the catering division to provision each aircraft with a 200-
gram can of it (cost: around $250), enough for the full complement of thirteen first class
passengers. However, the flight attendant observed, the first class cabin was often less than full.
Much less -- sometimes only one or two passengers were on board. When this happened,
enormous amounts of caviar were wasted. What the flight crew couldn’t eat was simply being
thrown out. This bothered her, and led her to send in an idea. Why couldn’t the airline buy its
caviar in smaller cans, so that when the passenger load was light, less caviar could be put aboard.
When the airline initiated a study of her proposal, it didn’t take long to appreciate its significance,
because American operates more than 43,000 international flights per year. Annual savings were
estimated at some $567,000. Co-workers dubbed the flight attendant “the Caviar Queen”, a name

that is often used when she is pointed out to the younger flight attendants.

When people discuss continuous ‘improvement in companies, they generally refer to
significant improvements in other organizations, the ones that make good stories. Rarely do they
bring up everyday examples of creativity in their own companies, the bulk of which are far less
dramatic. Consider this example we came across at DCM-Toyota, an Indo-Japanese joint venture
that produces medium-size trucks in Surajpur, India, a town about 30 miles west of Delhi. The
creative act here involved an improvement in the way windshield-washer jets were adjusted to
squirt water onto the correct area of the windscreen. Previously, two workers were required to do
this job: one sat inside the cab and pressed the washer button to squirt the water, and the other
stood on the bumper and adjusted the jets. The worker inside the cab thought that with a simple
extension-cord-like device attached to the windshield-wiper control arm, the worker outside the
cab could activate the jets alone. With the help of the plant’s continuous improvement

department, he designed and built such a device and proved that it could be successfully used on




