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“The choice of Lean Management for transforming organization and 
empowering teams, an example for human resources impact” 

Workshop 13 

GEMBA 
 

What it is? 

A Gemba Walk is a Lean method that means "go and see" (gemba = "the real place" in Japanese). 
In disability support settings (day centers, residential homes, vocational workshops, etc.), this 
means observing daily life and support workflows where they happen, during activities, meals, 
care routines, or transitions, to identify opportunities to improve quality of support, autonomy, 
and well-being for people with disabilities, as well as working conditions for staff. Why it matters 
in disability services: 

Traditional reports or meetings often overlook the nuances of individualized support or the 
unspoken challenges faced by both users and caregivers. Gemba Walks help reveal for example: 

• Barriers to autonomy (e.g., inaccessible environments, lack of adapted tools).  
• Inefficiencies in support routines (e.g., time wasted on administrative tasks instead of 

direct support). 
• Safety or comfort issues (e.g., poorly adapted spaces, unclear communication between 

staff). 
 

3 Key steps for Gemba Walks in disability services 

1. Visit each service area regularly 

Why? Support needs vary greatly between areas (e.g., a sensory room vs. a vocational workshop). 
Regular visits help spot recurring issues (e.g., users waiting too long for assistance, staff struggling 
with documentation). 

How?  

• Schedule short, unannounced visits during different times of day (e.g., morning routines, 
meal times, therapy sessions). 

• Be discreet and respectful: Avoid disrupting activities or making users uncomfortable. 
Focus on observing interactions, environments, and workflows. 

• Observe with a focus on: 
• User experience: Are activities adapted to individual needs? Are users engaged and 

comfortable? 
• Staff workflows: Are caregivers spending too much time on non-value-added tasks (e.g., 

searching for supplies, redundant reporting)? 
• Environment: Are spaces accessible, safe, and stimulating? 
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Example: During a Gemba Walk in a day center, a manager noticed that users with mobility 
impairments were waiting 20+ minutes for assistance to access the bathroom because the only 
adapted restroom was often occupied. By adding a second adapted restroom, they reduced wait 
times and improved user dignity and comfort. 
 

2. Ask inclusive, open-ended questions 

Why? Staff and users (when possible) have firsthand insights into what works and what doesn’t. 
Open questions encourage them to share practical, user-centered solutions. 

Sample questions for staff for example: 

• "What’s one thing that makes it harder to provide personalized support?" 
• "Where do you see users struggling with autonomy or comfort?" 
• "What’s a small change that would make your work more effective or rewarding?" 

Sample questions for users (adapted to communication abilities): 

• "What do you like/dislike about [activity/space]?" (Use visual aids or simple language if 
needed.) 

• "Is there anything that would make this easier or more fun for you?" 

Avoid: Leading questions or assuming you know the answer. Listen actively, validate concerns. 
 

3. Implement quick wins for immediate impact 

Why? Small, visible improvements build trust and show that feedback leads to action. In disability 
services, quick wins often focus on autonomy, comfort, or staff efficiency. 

Examples: 

• Adapt the environment: Rearrange furniture to create clearer pathways for wheelchair 
users or add visual cues for users with cognitive disabilities. 

• Simplify documentation: Replace lengthy paper reports with digital checklists or 
templates to free up staff time for direct support. 

• Improve activity transitions: Use timers or visual schedules to help users anticipate 
changes and reduce anxiety. 

• Enhance communication: Introduce picture cards or communication boards for non-
verbal users to express needs. 

Example: In a vocational workshop, a Gemba Walk revealed users with intellectual disabilities 
were struggling to follow multi-step tasks because instructions were only given verbally. By 
introducing visual step-by-step guides, the workshop improved task completion rates by 40% and 
reduced staff frustration. 

In short: A Gemba Walk in disability services: 

• Reveals hidden barriers to autonomy, comfort, and efficiency. 
• Empowers staff and users to co-create solutions. 
• Prioritizes small, high-impact changes that enhance quality of life and support. 


