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This guide was built for you if:
✓ You are a veteran and want to improve the continuous improvement 

experience you already live.

✓ You are a small business owner or manufacturer who has watched a process 
improvement program launch with fanfare and disappear within six months.

✓ You are serious about building a culture of improvement that actually holds, 
not just buzzwords to use at a quarterly meeting.

Who wrote this?
My name is Chad Senkowski. I am the founder of 
The Standard Work, a practitioner-led continuous 
improvement program built for veterans and small 
manufacturers.

Who is this guide for 

and who wrote it?

I did not learn continuous improvement in a classroom. I learned it in the United 
States Navy, where the standard was not optional and the cost of getting it 
wrong was measured in missions and lives. 

I learned it as a civil servant for the U.S. Army, where I saw what CI looks like inside 
the most complex bureaucratic system in the world. I learned it at Northrop 
Grumman, Sikorsky, United Technologies, DynCorp, and Gulfstream Aerospace, 
building and delivering training systems in environments where precision was 
not a preference, it was a requirement.

What I learned across all of those organizations is the same thing. Tools do not fix 
broken thinking. And most CI programs hand people the tools without ever 
shifting the mindset first.

I built The Standard Work to fix that.

Chad Senkowski
Veteran. Practitioner. Founder.



If you have been part of an organization that launched a Continuous 
Improvement program and watched it quietly disappear within a year, you are 
not alone. Studies consistently show that between 60 and 70 percent of CI 
programs fail to produce lasting change. Because four things almost always go 
wrong before the tools even get a chance to work.

1. Tools without mindset do not stick

When a CI program leads with tools, it skips the most important step. Before any 
tool can work, the person MUST think differently about the problem in front of 
them. The Standard Work always starts with mindset and first principles thinking 
before we ever touch a tool.

2. Training is disconnected from real work environments

Most CI training is designed for Fortune 500 conference rooms. The language, the 
case studies, and the examples have nothing to do with a shop floor in Savannah, 
Georgia or a distribution center in Gadsden, Alabama. When the training does 
not reflect the real world, it is ineffective. Every Standard Work course is built 
around the environments your audience lives and works in.

3. No living standard 

Most programs produce a standard work document and call it done. But a 
standard that never gets updated is already becoming obsolete; you are working 
from a history book. The most dangerous assumption in CI is that a good 
standard is a finished standard. It is not. It is a starting point. The Standard Work 
builds the habit of treating every standard as a living document, one that 
improves every time someone asks why.

4. Leaders who do not model the behavior they train

When the people at the top bypass the standard, skip the debrief, or treat CI as 
something that applies to everyone else, the program is over. Within six months 
the floor knows the standard is optional and that is exactly what it becomes. 
Leadership modeling is not a soft skill in CI. It is the single most important factor 
in whether a program survives contact with reality. Culture kills or it creates and 
sustains a standard of continuous improvement. 

Why most Continuous 

Improvement programs fail



The real definition:

Continuous improvement is the discipline of making the way you do your work; 
your processes, your systems, your standards, measurably better over time. Not 
once. Not during a project. Continuously. Every day. Every shift. Every event that 
goes differently than planned becomes a learning opportunity that feeds back 
into an improved standard.

It is not a program you launch. It is a culture you build one practitioner at a time. 
It is not something that happens in a meeting room. It happens on the floor, at 
the workstation, at the moment a problem occurs and someone asks why instead 
of just fixing the symptom and moving on.

What CI is not:

• It is not a binder of procedures that nobody reads

• It is not a certification to hang on a wall

• It is not something that only applies to manufacturing

• It is not a consultant-led initiative that disappears when the consultant 
leaves

• It is not complicated, it is disciplined

What it looks like when it works:

When CI is working, you see it in the culture before you see it in the metrics. 
People ask why before they ask how. Mistakes become learning events rather 
than blame events. Standards get updated when a better way is found rather 
than gathering dust until the next audit. New employees learn the best way to do 
something rather than watching someone else and hoping it is the right way.

The best organizations I have seen, on the flight deck, on the shop floor, and 
inside defense contractors with billions of dollars in government contracts, share 
one thing. They treat the standard as a living document, not a finished one. That 
belief is the foundation of everything The Standard Work teaches.

What is Continuous 

Improvement?



In Continuous Improvement there are eight categories of waste, activities 
that consume time, money, and energy without delivering value to the 
customer. Once you learn to see these wastes you cannot unsee them. 

The acronym DOWNTIME makes them easy to remember:

The 8 Wastes

Waste What it looks like in your operation

D — Defects Rework, scrap, returned products, warranty claims, and 
anything produced that does not meet standard the first 
time.

O — Overproduction Making more than the customer needs right now. 
Producing to a schedule instead of to demand. 

W — Waiting Employees waiting for machines, materials, approvals, or 
information. Equipment waiting for operators. Customers 
waiting for service.

N — Non-Utilized Talent Skills, knowledge, and experience your people have that 
nobody has ever asked them to use. The veteran who has 
run complex logistics operations now filing paperwork.

T — Transportation Moving materials, products, or information more than 
necessary. Carrying parts from receiving to storage to the 
line when they could go directly to the line.

I — Inventory Excess raw materials, work in process, or finished goods 
beyond what is needed right now. Every item in inventory 
represents capital tied up in something not yet serving a 
customer.

M — Motion Unnecessary movement by people, reaching, bending, 
walking, searching. Every step that does not add value is 
motion waste.

E — Extra Processing Doing more to a product or service than the customer 
requires or will pay for. Approvals that add no value. 
Reports nobody reads. 

Walk through your facility or your workspace right now with this list in your 
hand. Every single one of these wastes is present in every organization. The 
question is not whether you have them, the question is how much they are 
costing you and what you are going to do about it.



What it means:

First principles thinking is the practice of breaking a problem down to its 
most fundamental truths, stripping away assumptions, inherited solutions, 
and 'this is just how we do it' thinking and rebuilding your understanding 
from the ground up.

Why it is the foundation of everything we teach:

Every tool in CI, the 5 Whys, Pareto analysis, the fishbone diagram, process 
mapping, is a mechanism for first principles thinking. They are structured 
ways of asking why until you find the actual cause rather than the nearest 
excuse.

But here is what most CI programs miss. You can teach someone to use 
the 5-Whys and they will still stop asking at the first plausible answer. You 
can teach someone to draw a Fishbone and they will still fill it with 
symptoms rather than causes. Because the tool is not the thinking. The 
thinking is the thinking. And that is what The Standard Work teaches first.

First Principles Thinking

A story from the field:

In 2005 I was operating in the Pacific Ocean 
off the coast of the southern Philippines 
alongside Navy SEALs in one of the most 
operationally complex environments I have 
ever experienced.

In that environment no one assumed. No one 
accepted the first answer. Every standard was 
questioned, not to undermine it, but to 
understand it deeply enough to execute it 
perfectly and improve it when the situation 
demanded.

That is first principles thinking under pressure. And it is the same thinking 
that separates organizations that keep making the same mistakes from 
organizations that keep getting better.

The question that starts first principles thinking is always the same: Why 
does this have to be this way?



Answer these ten questions honestly. Circle or note your answer for each. If 
you are not answering ‘Yes’ to at least 80% of the questions, we will get you 
set on the right path forward.

The Standard Work 

Assessment

Question Score: Yes=2  
Partially=1  No=0

1. Do your most critical processes have documented 
standard work that employees follow?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No

2. When something goes wrong does your team ask 
why at least five times before implementing a fix?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No

3. Do new employees receive structured, documented 
training rather than learning by watching?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No

4. Does your team regularly debrief after projects, 
incidents, or production runs to capture lessons 
learned?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No

5. Can you identify which 20 percent of your problems 
are causing 80 percent of your defects or complaints?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No

6. Are your standard work documents updated when a 
better method is discovered rather than staying static?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No

7. Do your employees feel empowered to raise process 
problems without fear of blame?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No

8. Can you measure the cycle time of your most critical 
processes and compare it to customer demand?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No

9. Does your leadership model CI behavior, following 
standards, running debriefs, asking why?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No

10. Has your organization eliminated at least one 
significant source of waste in the last 12 months?

Yes  /  Partially  /  No



The word 'standard' carries a lot of baggage. For some people it means 
bureaucracy. For others it means inflexibility. For veterans it means one 
thing and for civilian operations teams it means something else entirely. 

The standard is not a checklist you follow blindly.

It is the accumulated best thinking of everyone who has done this job 
before you, compressed into a process that protects the mission and gives 
the next person a better starting point than the last person had. Following 
the standard blindly is not compliance. It is respect for the knowledge that 
created it. But the standard also exists to be questioned by the people who 
follow it most closely, because they are the ones most likely to find the 
next improvement.

CI is not a program you launch.

Programs have launch dates and end dates. CI does not have an end date. 
It has a direction. Organizations that treat CI as a program, with a kickoff 
meeting, a poster in the break room, and a consultant who leaves after 
three months, almost always fail. Organizations that treat CI as a culture, 
where every person at every level is expected to find and raise problems 
rather than hide or work around them, are the ones that compound 
improvement over time.

Continuous improvement is not just for manufacturing.

It is for any organization that has processes, which is every organization. 
Healthcare. Logistics. Defense contracting. Government agencies. Small 
service businesses. Construction. Anywhere work happens in a repeatable 
way there is waste to eliminate, variation to reduce, and standards to 
improve. The tools and language may adapt but the thinking is universal.

CI does not have to be complicated to be powerful.

In a meeting with a multi-billion-dollar company I watched their 
improvement team present results driven by three tools, Pareto analysis, 
root cause corrective action, and a fishbone diagram. Three basic tools. 
Multi-billion-dollar scale. The complexity of the result has nothing to do 
with the complexity of the tool. It has everything to do with the 
consistency with which the tool is applied and the discipline with which 
the findings drive action.

What the standard is NOT



Every organization that has ever tried to implement continuous 
improvement and failed has made the same foundational mistake. They 
treated the standard as a destination.

Reach the standard. Document the standard. Train the standard. Move on 
to the next initiative.

But a standard is not a destination. It is a snapshot. It is the best way we 
have found to do something, as of today, based on everything we currently 
know about the work, the environment, and the people doing it. The 
moment it is written down it begins to age. The moment the environment 
changes it begins to drift. The moment someone finds a better way and 
the document does not update it becomes a liability rather than an asset.

The living standard is different. A living standard is one that:

• Gets updated when a better method is discovered, not during the 
next annual review

• Is owned by the people who follow it, not by a manager who wrote it

• Treats every deviation as information, not as a disciplinary event

• Is better today than it was yesterday, and will be better tomorrow than 
it is today

• Is never considered finished, because the work of improvement never 
stops

The Standard Work teaches this philosophy before it teaches any tool. 
Because a practitioner who believes the standard is never finished will 
improve every process they ever touch. A practitioner who believes the 
standard is done will protect it.

The living standard 

philosophy

The Standard Is Never Finished. It is a living document, a daily practice, 

and the most honest measure of how seriously an organization takes its 

commitment to getting better. Build the standard. Then spend the rest of 

your career making it better.  

    - Chad Senkowski, Founder, The Standard Work



You have read this guide because you are serious about building a culture 
of improvement that actually holds. Here is how The Standard Work can 
help you take the next step, regardless of where you are starting from.

Your next step
Creating your path forward…

Option 2 — Not sure where to begin?

Book a free 15-minute discovery call. Tell me where 
your organization is, what has not worked before, 
and what you are trying to build. I will tell you exactly 
which course fits your situation, and whether The 
Standard Work is even the right fit. No pitch. Just a 
straight answer.

Option 3 — Want to keep learning first

Subscribe to The Standard Work YouTube channel. 
New content every week, CI concepts explained in 
plain language, real-world process observations, 
veteran-specific content, and stories from the field. 
Free. Immediately applicable. No fluff.

Option 1 — Ready to start right now

Join the waitlist for the Standard Work Boot Camp 
pilot cohort. This is the entry point, a live 2.5-hour 
session that resets the mindset, introduces first 
principles thinking, and builds the PDCA foundation 
before you ever touch a tool. Pilot cohort members get 
preferred pricing and direct access to the instructor.

Scan the QR code or visit: thestandardwork.com/waitlist

Scan the QR code or visit: thestandardwork.com/call

Scan the QR code or Search ‘@TheStandardWork' on YouTube and Subscribe.
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