
1 

The Anatomy Of A  
Breakthrough Project: 

Medical Device Company Transforms 
Manufacturing Production In Record Time 

® 

May 6, 2009 



2 Insigniam  Performance 
WWW.INSIGNIAM.COM  

Copyright © Insigniam Performance. All rights reserved. Confidential and Proprietary. 
May not be reproduced in any form, by electronic or print or any other means, without the 
express written consent of  Insigniam Performance. www.insigniam.com for contacts. 

Discussion Questions 

Where is a breakthrough wanted or needed in your 
organization? 

What is in the way that needs to be addressed in order 
to achieve that breakthrough? 

What is missing that needs to be provided in order to 
achieve that breakthrough? 
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Breakthrough Projects  

¥  An initiative with a specific team or group that wants to achieve an aggressive 
and quantifiable goal. 

¥  Often the goal is the accomplishment of an unprecedented or seemingly 
impossible objective. 

¥  The process of achieving the bold goal is used as a vehicle to coach and develop 
team members in the competencies of breakthrough thinking, action, and results. 

¥  Insigniam Performance’s methodologies and activities reinforce breakthrough 
thinking, facilitate breakdown resolution, develop participants in breakthrough 
project management, as well as support producing new and sustainable levels of 
unprecedented performance and results. 
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We define breakthroughs as: 

1.   Specific and measurable results that vividly demonstrate improvement. 

2.   Unprecedented, given historical trends, industry norms, as well as current 
resources and circumstances. 

3.   Requires a fundamental shift in thinking and approach—usually viewed as 
“can’t be done.” 

4.   Requires upfront commitment of many people and a high degree of 
inspirational leadership. 

5.   Achieved in a manner that is sustainable without sacrificing quality, 
integrity, safety, or well-being. 

Insigniam’s Criteria For A Breakthrough 
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Case Study:  Background   

¥  A major vision care medical device company had launched a new product worldwide 
with anticipated healthy first year sales targets. 

¥  Within the first few months, the product was selling far beyond even the most 
aggressive projections.   

¥  The product was being manufactured on an older production line, which had limited 
output and efficiency capabilities. 

¥  Senior management determined that if the production of the product could be 
transferred to newer equipment, they could produce eight times the amount of 
product in the same time frame and meet the increased market demand. 

¥  It was projected that it would take a minimum of 18 to 24 months to make the 
transfer, and many technical challenges and “black boxes” needed to be overcome. 

¥  Brand new project manager was assigned to project. 

¥  Breakthrough target was set at 12 months. 
5 
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Breakthrough Methodology 

Individuals 
distinguish the 
prevailing and 

controlling 
conversations that 
give rise to the way 

people in the 
organization act, 

interact, approach 
problems, and view 
the environment in 
which they work. 

Reveal 
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Case Study:  
Revealing Some Of The Critical Conversations 

Through one-on-one interviews and group discussions, the following prevailing 
concerns were seen as having an impact on the team members’ thinking, behaviors, 
and actions: 

¥  The team was new, and they could potentially lose productivity as they worked 
to navigate the early issues and dynamics involved in determining how best to 
work together.  

¥  The Team Leader was new in this leadership position and was gaining 
experience  in managing a project. He was developing his leadership, 
communication, and inspiration skills.   

¥  The project had a short window of opportunity for determining whether 
the goals were viable.   
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Case Study:  
Revealing Some Of The Critical Conversations (cont.) 

¥  The team had a strong set of technical skills and competencies, but several of the 
members were working on multiple projects and responsibilities.   

¥  Transferring product from older production lines to newer production lines had 
not been easy in the past and had required a lot of equipment upgrades and 
band-aids, leading to decreased efficiency and increased costs. It was key to this 
project that the capital investment remain minimal, and there were few known 
controls and pathways that could meet that goal.   

¥  Because of the high stakes and short time frame for the project, the team ran the 
risk of being threatened by the pressure placed on it. 
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Revealing The Critical Conversations   

What are some of the critical conversations in your 
organization that keep “business-as-usual” 

behaviors and actions in place? 
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Breakthrough Methodology 

Individuals 
distinguish the 
prevailing and 

controlling 
conversations that 
give rise to the way 

people in the 
organization act, 

interact, approach 
problems, and view 
the environment in 
which they work. 

One’s prevailing 
conversations have 
control until they 
are recognized as 
just one possible set 
of  conversations of  
many. This unhooks 

people from the 
prevailing 

conversations and 
creates an opening 

for new possibilities 
to emerge. 

Reveal Unhook 
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Case Study:  
Some Key Filters, Vicious Circles, & Rackets 

During the off-site working sessions, team members were able to see how the 
following conversations – many of which were hidden from their view – were 
impacting what they saw as being possible and limiting the team’s opportunities: 

¥  Some people's opinions and input count more than others 

Ð  People were able to see that they accepted input from certain team members 
based on those members’ experience and expertise, but were less likely to allow 
perceived “outsiders” to contribute. They realized that this was keeping them 
from hearing some truly breakthrough ideas and concepts. 
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Case Study: 
Some Key Filters, Vicious Circles, & Rackets (cont.) 

¥  Requests are not REALLY requests - there are consequences for declining 

Ð  Team members found themselves saying “yes” to things, knowing that there 
was a strong probability that they would not keep their commitments. This led 
to a lack of certainty among team members and with senior management. 

¥  People had preconceived notions about what would and would not work, and they weren't 
straight about it 

Ð  Based on history and experience, people on the team saw that they had some 
deeply-held beliefs and unexamined assumptions that were getting in the way 
of seeing new possibilities. 
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Case Study: 
Some Key Filters, Vicious Circles, & Rackets (cont.) 

¥  The goal was viewed as senior management's goal, not the goal of the team 

Ð  As long as the team members held the goal as senior management’s 
commitment, they did not have to be responsible for the outcome or the 
delivery of the goal. 

¥  Team members identified communication barriers – what was okay to say and what was not 
okay to say in meetings 

Ð  People realized that they had concerns about the project and their ability to 
deliver the goal, but they were editing and suppressing their concerns. This 
suppression was impacting people’s behaviors and actions on the team. In the 
sessions, people were able to express their concerns so that they could be heard 
and addressed effectively. 
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Unhooking From The Limiting Conversations 

What could you do to support your people to let go 
of some of their “business-as-usual” behaviors and 

actions? 

14 
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Case Study: 
Impact Of Unhooking From Limiting Conversations  

Here is what the people on the team had to say about the impact: 

¥  “We are more aligned as a team.” 

¥  “The project now has structure. Before it was hazy to me, but now there is 
clarity. We have direction, motivation, and ownership for the project.” 

¥  “This provided a real start to the project. I now know exactly what there is for 
me to jump into starting tomorrow morning.” 

¥  “Now, it is all possible. Every team member broke out of their conventional 
thinking and we can now see that it is doable.” 

¥  “Without these sessions, we would all go out and do our own separate jobs 
within the overall plan. Now, we are all inspired to fulfill on a common goal.” 

15 
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Breakthrough Methodology 

Individuals 
distinguish the 
prevailing and 

controlling 
conversations that 
give rise to the way 

people in the 
organization act, 

interact, approach 
problems, and view 
the environment in 
which they work. 

One’s prevailing 
conversations have 
control until they 
are recognized as 
just one possible set 
of  conversations of  
many. This unhooks 

people from the 
prevailing 

conversations and 
creates an opening 

for new possibilities 
to emerge. 

Free from the 
prevailing 

conversations, 
individuals design a 

new set of  
conversations to 
drive new, potent 

actions and results. 
People’s 

conversations move 
from being 

circumstantially based 
to being commitment 

based. 

Reveal Unhook Invent 
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Case Study: 
Inventing A New Conversation For The Future 

Strategic Context for the Project 

We are the possibility of unconventional processes that facilitate radical start-up, 
producing products with unsurpassed comfort, vision, and health worldwide. 

Standing in the created future, the team initially committed to a 12 
month breakthrough goal, which would be 33% faster than projected. 
Through the following insights, the team was ultimately able to 
produce the product transfer to the new production lines in five 
months flat, a 73% acceleration. 
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Inventing A New Conversation For The Future 

What would a breakthrough make possible for your 
organization that is not currently possible? 
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Breakthrough Methodology 

Individuals 
distinguish the 
prevailing and 

controlling 
conversations that 
give rise to the way 

people in the 
organization act, 

interact, approach 
problems, and view 
the environment in 
which they work. 

One’s prevailing 
conversations have 
control until they 
are recognized as 
just one possible set 
of  conversations of  
many. This unhooks 

people from the 
prevailing 

conversations and 
creates an opening 

for new possibilities 
to emerge. 

Free from the 
prevailing 

conversations, 
individuals design a 

new set of  
conversations to 
drive new, potent 

actions and results. 
People’s 

conversations move 
from being 

circumstantially based 
to being commitment 

based. 

Operating from the 
new conversations, 
individuals design 
the appropriate 

structures, ways of  
operating, and 

practices to bring 
into existence new 

possibilities and 
frameworks for 

working. 

Reveal Unhook Invent Implement  
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Case Study: 
New Breakthrough Team Behaviors & Practices 

¥  People on the team moved so they could sit in close proximity to each other to 
help with more frequent communication. Team members would just walk over 
and ask their colleagues a question rather than send an email/voicemail. 

¥  People were not afraid to make requests of each other…and they were REAL 
requests (people could accept, decline, or counteroffer). 

¥  People operated with integrity – they kept their promises to each other or got in 
communication and dealt with the impact.    

¥  People were responsible for their preconceived notions of what would or would 
not work. They stopped questioning proposed options at the beginning…they 
were willing to try anything. 

¥  Everyone on the team was willing to share information with each other – no 
territories or silos. People did not let egos get in the way.  They were each 
committed to the team, not trying to outshine each other.  
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Case Study: 
New Breakthrough Team Behaviors & Practices (cont.) 

¥  The team set the context for the project early in the process.   

¥  Management allowed the team to set the breakthrough goals. That gave them the 
power and responsibility from the beginning.   

¥  Managing off of 30-day action plans helped to keep short-term as well as long-
term focus.   

¥  Regular weekly communication meetings, regular email updates from the project 
team leader, and informal communications were major contributors to the 
success of the team. 

¥  People felt that they could ask any question they needed to without feeling self-
conscious – nobody looked down at people for asking – no question was a stupid 
question. This allowed for a good learning environment. 
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¥  Knowing when it is appropriate to celebrate (importance of celebrating short-
term wins and key milestones). 

¥  Involved people outside the team in why they were doing what they were 
doing…included the people outside the team and acknowledged them…they 
were more apt to want to go out of their way to help now and in the future. 

¥  Team members were completely informed so that they could represent the team 
in meetings or in hallway conversations. 

¥  The team members worked to establish personal working relationships…they got 
to know, respect, and like each other. They took the barriers of communication 
away. People were able to learn where the other person was coming from. 
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Case Study: 
New Breakthrough Team Behaviors & Practices (cont.) 
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Implementing New Conversations For The Future 

What practices would be an expression of the 
possibility you are committed to for your 

organization?  
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