
New Study On Online 
Training and Continuous 
Improvement

“

Key findings:

We interviewed 489 
individuals who 
have received some 
CI training... and who 
represent a variety of 
career stages, income 
brackets, and ages.”

Whether we’re talking about Lean, Six Sigma, or some other methodology, 
continuous improvement (CI) is about improving the value of your offering 
from the customer’s point of view.

As CI experts ourselves, we apply that same logic to our online training 
programs—from Lean and Six Sigma video courses to our certification 
programs, virtual tours, and enterprise solutions.

We interviewed 489 people—from all career stages, income brackets, and 
industries—to identify opportunities to make our continuous improvement 
programs even better. 

Most participants felt past CI training—both online and in person—offered at 
least some value, but acknowledged there was room for improvement.

Most employers supported on-the-job learning, although a large share of 
employers do not allow team members to complete training during work 
hours.

Respondents felt that their managers/supervisors could benefit from CI 
training as well—particularly when it came to improving team management, 
coaching, and interpersonal skills.

Participants care about earning official Lean and Six Sigma certifications as 
they can positively impact income. 

*

*

*

*
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What Is 
Continuous 
Improvement?

“A successful CI program 
is one in which you 
have high-performing, 
engaged teams 
operating within a 
customer-centric 
culture”

Continuous improvement is an ongoing practice aimed at improving 
quality, eliminating waste, and delivering better products and services 
to end-consumers.

Looking at CI through a Lean lens, continuous improvement is about 
improving value from the customer’s perspective. That perspective is critical, 
as what the CEO or an external supplier considers valuable might have very 
little value to the customer. 

A successful CI program is one in which you have high-performing, engaged 
teams operating within a customer-centric culture. While these qualities 
help companies become more competitive, we believe the focus should 
be on creating value from the customer’s perspective rather than focusing 
exclusively on hard-line metrics.    

The benefits of CI include the following: 

Allows organizations to design and deliver products and services that 
provide value to the end consumer

Creates a culture that supports continuous learning and creative
problem solving

Increases employee engagement

Improves workplace communication at every level

Reduces operating costs

Drives safety improvements

*

*

*
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How Participants View Past 
Experiences with Continuous 
Improvement Training

All 489 respondents have taken 
continuous improvement courses 
in the past (be it Lean, Six Sigma, 
or another practice) though fewer 
than half had taken those workplace 
training courses online.

said they have 
never taken a 

virtual CI course

said they have 
participated in 

online CI training in 
the past

Overall, most survey respondents believed that they got something from participating in 
continuous improvement training whether it took place online or in person.

Interestingly, the data from both groups looked nearly identical. In looking at the breakdowns, 
you’ll see that variation between groups within each category was minimal—less than a couple 
of percentage points.

In-person: “Do you feel like 
you gained something from 
the live in-person continuous 
improvement training/course?” 

Online: “Do you feel like you 
gained something from the 
online continuous improvement 
training/course?”
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Some

Very Much

Very Little

None

53%

36%

8%

4%

Some

Very Much

Very Little

None

52%

37%

10%

1%



How Could the CI 
Experience Be Better?

On the whole, most participants felt that they learned something valuable 
from their experience, regardless of instruction format. 

But, when asked how those programs might have been better or more 
relevant, we found a few key themes:
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More consistency
More opportunities for 1:1 coaching/mentorship
More in-person interaction
Real-world applications
Examples from real companies
More flexibility to complete the coursework

*
*
*
*
*
*



While in-person programs were considered just as valuable from the 
consumer’s perspective, calls for more flexibility and consistency indicate 
that moving to an online or hybrid approach might provide more value. 

Regardless of teaching format, participants want to see more interactive 
content, and hands-on lessons that focus on real-world improvements 
and realistic goals. Students want to apply new knowledge directly to 
their jobs and collaborate with colleagues while still benefiting from the 
flexible, self-guided nature of online courses. 

Internally, Gemba Academy strikes the right balance by offering video 
courses that individuals can work through at their own pace and 
supplemental worksheets and tools teams can explore together.

Additionally, if you look at the improvements participants would like to 
see, it’s clear that many programs don’t focus enough on soft skills like 
communication or people management, nor do they emphasize how 
these learnings will apply in the real world. 

Given Lean’s origins at a post-war Toyota plant, it is not surprising that 
many CI trainings still center around improving manufacturing processes. 
And while Lean can be applied to any industry, CI courses that don’t 
address different use cases won’t feel relevant to knowledge workers, 
healthcare professionals, or software developers. 

“What additional continuous improvement skills/
expertise do you think would benefit you the most for 
your job?”

Communication
Teamwork
Improving coaching abilities
People management

*
*
*
*

“The flexibility that 
online courses offer 
may be a significant 
reason why participants 
seemed to have a 
better experience than 
their counterparts who 
did their CI training in 
person.
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Continuous Improvement 
and the Bottom Line

We asked participants: “Do you think 
gaining knowledge and additional 
continuous improvement skills should be 
directly rewarded with additional financial 
compensation?”
The respondents were largely in favor of employers 
linking training to compensation:

Suppose training is mandatory (and in our opinion, it should be). 
In that case, there’s a good chance that the employer will be legally 
required to cover the associated expenses—resources, software, 
training materials, and employee time. In addition, any organization 
should provide consistent, standardized training for new hires—
ensuring everyone is quickly onboarded and on the same page in 
terms of expectations/tasks. 

Even in cases where an employer is not legally required to pay for 
training (i.e., leadership training programs/training related to a 
specialized skill), providing access to training/up-skilling opportunities 
can improve retention rates/employee satisfaction—while at the same 
time benefiting the employer.

“According to an American 
Society for Training and 
Development study, 
companies that provided 
comprehensive employee 
training generated 
218% more revenue per 
employee than those with 
less-robust programs. 

A study conducted by Clutch found that around 
66% of team members believe their direct 
supervisors/leadership team are responsible for 
helping them develop new skills/deepen their 
knowledge. In comparison, just 23% said they think 
employees should be responsible for developing 
relevant skills independently. 
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“How important is it that new continuous 
improvement skills and knowledge convert to financial 
improvements in your organization?”

We asked participants whether their organizations expected their CI 
investments to convert to measurable financial returns. Unsurprisingly, 
most organizations do, at least in part, measure success based on 
monetary gains. Here’s how the answers break down:

Most organizations believe that it’s essential that CI training is, at least 
in part, measured by financial improvements. Here’s the thing about 
CI—traditional financial measures are important, but they’re not the 
only way to measure the impact of your program, particularly at a 
deployment’s beginning.

In fact, it’s common for companies to perform worse during the early 
stages of CI adoption—when measured against traditional financial 
metrics. For example, inventory is considered an asset, but CI (and 
especially Lean) focuses on reducing inventory so that production 
happens “just in time.” In that context, stock is considered a risk. 

However, if you’re looking at inventory through a traditional lens, 
reducing inventory means reducing asset value on the financial books. 
Eventually, the ability to respond to orders as they come in allows you 
to deliver more value to customers, which in turn means you’ll see your 
financial impact improve, too. 

Continuous improvement training benefits the company in a direct, 
measurable way—literally investing in a strategy that helps you deliver 
better solutions to customers, eliminate waste, and improve quality.

“Continuous 
improvement training 
benefits the company 
in a direct, measurable 
way—literally investing 
in a strategy that helps 
you deliver better 
solutions to customers, 
eliminate waste, and 
improve quality.
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Important

Very 
Important

Not very 
important

Not at all
important

54%

23%

18%

5%
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Learning on the Job

How many hours a week can you spare for online training?

Do you have the support of your supervisor for online training 
during regular work hours? 

Time is a critical factor when it comes to choosing and implementing a CI 
training program. We asked participants:

Most survey participants said they have 1-4 hours/week to spare for learning 
something new in an online format—but many have no time at all. Training 
should fit with workers’ busy schedules and be short, actionable, and relevant to 
daily work.  We also asked:

60%

40%

More than 
10 hours

0 hours

5-10 hours

1-4 hours

5%

17%

17%
61%



While most respondents said that their supervisors supported CI 
training during work hours, 40% represents a significant share of 
participants expected to learn essential skills on their own time.

By building continuous improvement training into daily tasks, 
employers can kill two birds with one stone. Teams receive 
consistent training that allows them to develop new skills on the 
job—and organizations will begin to see returns on their investment 
immediately.  

In our experience, training is most effective when it’s directly linked 
to a known problem or opportunity. This focus brings an experiential 
dimension to CI training that goes beyond videos and quizzes and, 
instead, allows teams to immediately put new knowledge to practical 
use.

From a leadership perspective, that actionable quality demonstrates 
real, measurable value to the organization—something that wouldn’t 
happen if associates were expected to learn outside of work.

Programs like Gemba Academy’s online Lean and Six Sigma training 
allow learners to watch videos or review course content any time 
they need a refresh. But, again, the real value comes when everyone 
comes together to discuss what they’ve learned and solve problems at 
the source (factory floor, laboratory, office, etc.)—rather than in a far 
removed conference room.

Lessons also focus on teaching skills that can be immediately applied 
in context. This way, employees can instantly use new tools and tactics 
to drive real improvements to processes, products, and services—
regardless of role or industry. 
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“Programs like Gemba 
Academy’s online Lean 
and Six Sigma training 
allow learners to watch 
videos or review course 
content any time they 
need a refresh. 
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Continuous 
Improvement Training 
Benefits Leaders, Too
Continuous improvement doesn’t just benefit the team members on the 
front lines—it also builds better leaders. 

A key element of CI training is developing better leadership skills, like 
learning to become an effective mentor, manage projects, and spearhead 
improvement initiatives. 

We asked participants what additional continuous improvement skills or 
expertise could most benefit their supervisor.

While respondents answered in their own words, we did see some recurring 
themes—many of which suggest that CI isn’t embedded into the entire 
organization or championed by someone at the top—two factors that can 
make or break your CI transformation.

Here’s a look at where participants felt their organization’s leaders could 
benefit most from continuous improvement training:

Improving communication/interpersonal skills

Learning effective coaching/mentorship techniques

Developing a more collaborative management style

Improving team building/management

*

*

*

*

“Continuous 
improvement changes 
how the entire 
organization works.



“Business leaders 
need to work closely 
with front-line teams 
to understand how 
things are currently 
done and what could 
be improved to make 
everyone’s jobs easier 
and produce better 
results.

Continuous improvement changes how the entire organization works. 
It’s more of a cultural change than a matter of adopting a few new tools 
and practices, which means change needs to start from the top—with 
leadership teams serving as agents of change and securing buy-in at 
every level.

At the same time, business leaders need to work closely with front-line 
teams to understand how things are currently done and what could be 
improved to make everyone’s jobs easier and produce better results.

According to a 2019 McKinsey report, CI helps organizations establish 
transparency both on the front lines and among middle management 
and executive teams. 

Everyone develops an understanding of the process they’re trying 
to improve, the high-level business goals, and has access to the 
information they need to track their progress toward key milestones. 

When CI knowledge is siloed-off, with only some teams actively driving 
improvements, there’s a missed opportunity to create a culture 
capable of delivering real value to consumers.  
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Reasons to Get a Lean or 
Six Sigma Certification

Finally, we asked 
respondents if they 
felt that receiving 
a certificate is 
important.

We’ve always found this question interesting. In theory, developing CI 
knowledge and skills is more important than receiving an official certificate. In 
our experience with a global client base, it seems that the perceived value of 
certification is mainly cultural. 

In many countries, particularly those in Asia, earning that piece of paper 
is incredibly meaningful. In the US and Canada, people going through our 
program have seemed less interested in “making it official.” But in this survey:

More and more, we’re finding that organizations are starting to recognize 
that value and looking for programs that provide some kind of credential.  

Whether a paper certificate matters to you or not, Lean and Six Sigma 
certifications provide a tangible way to demonstrate CI knowledge and the 
mastery of valuable skills in just about any industry or role. 

That proof of completion gives participants something they can point to 
when, say, making the case for a raise or a promotion, or locking down a 
leadership position with a new organization. 

It’s also worth noting that Lean and Six Sigma certification programs teach 
many of the skills respondents said would benefit themselves most—as well 
as the skills and expertise they’d like to see from supervisors and managers.

From the business’s perspective, Lean and Six Sigma certification programs 
help instill a set of standards and best practices across the entire team. 

“More and more, 
we’re finding that 
organizations are 
starting to recognize 
that value and looking 
for programs that 
provide some kind of 
credential.  

72%

28%
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On the one hand, most people generally considered CI training programs a worthwhile 
experience that provided at least some value. On the other, there’s a lot of room for 
improvement.

A few key takeaways: 

Learn more about the benefits of Gemba Academy’s Lean and Six Sigma certifications for 
individual contributors and organizations alike.

The individuals who received CI training both online and in-person reported similar levels 
of satisfaction from past CI courses—with a near identical category breakdown across both 
groups.

Many respondents want more “interactivity” and “real-world applications.” Ultimately, 
this points toward the need for CI training that combines self-guided learning with 
collaborative, hands-on implementation. 

Many participants said that their organization supported on-the-job learning, though few 
said they had more than a few hours a week to dedicate to CI training. 

Participants also felt that their supervisors/managers could benefit from CI training—
particularly in areas like coaching, team management, and interpersonal skills. Again, this 
highlights just how important it is to involve employees throughout the entire organization 
in continuous improvement efforts.

Finally, we found that many participants believed their organization expected to see their  
CI training investments directly convert into financial improvements. While eliminating 
waste and creating more value for consumers eventually translates to bottom-line 
benefits, it takes time to see results—at least according to traditional financial measures. 

*

*

*

*

*
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https://www.gembaacademy.com/solutions/certifications/lean-practitioner-certification
https://www.simplilearn.com/reasons-to-do-six-sigma-certification-article#:~:text=Six%20
Sigma%20is%20a%20set,business%20process%20and%20removing%20them.
https://clutch.co/hr/staffing/resources/employee-retraining-development
https://tallyfy.com/guides/continuous-improvement/
https://kanbanize.com/blog/how-continuous-improvement-can-benefit-your-business/
https://www.planview.com/resources/guide/lean-principles-101/what-is-continuous-
improvement/ 
https://www.kaizen-news.com/eight-steps-practical-problem-solving/
https://blog.gembaacademy.com/2008/06/08/continuous_improvement_vs_continual_
improvement/
https://insights.dice.com/2019/02/11/paid-certifications-training-2019/
https://www.directrecruiters.com/dri-candidate-advice/what-todays-employers-expect-from-
employees/


