


1 

OURHOUSE: ­CHAOTIC BUT LOVING

– how we implemented lean out of pure survival instinct



In the late spring of 2011, our home was more chaotic than usual. Samuel had just started nursery, Tuva was in her last term of nursery, and Vendela was in reception. Our jobs were hyper-scheduled and enormously stressful. As a specialist in family practice at a medical center, Mattias had a new patient every fifteen minutes – fifteen vital minutes that required presence and precision. All day long, I attended a string of meetings as Vice President of an international telecom company, TeliaSonera, and the night shift began when the kids went to sleep at nine o’clock. TeliaSonera was about to launch a new brand for all wholly owned companies in the enterprise – from Nepal to Norway, from Kazakhstan to Lithuania, and I was one of the key players.

A glimpse of our reflections in the mirror at that time revealed a tired, middle-aged couple. Silver splashes appeared in Mattias’ five o’clock shadow; white roots sprouted in my bleached blonde hair. The curiosity that once sparkled in our eyes had been replaced by sadness, a dull melanCholy. Our muscles languished after years of neglecting to exercise.

Our home, a beautiful 1940s wooden house with a dazzling garden, should have been a place to rest, enjoy, socialize, and grow.

But it wasn’t really.

The first bottleneck

We wanted an open, welcoming home, where setting an extra place for a friend was never a problem, but we rarely even knew what we were going to serve. Unlikely combinations characterized our improvised dinners for friends of all ages, whom we tried to escort into the house through our first bottleneck: the cluttered hallway. 

After the meal, we threw away about one third of our food, on average, which is statistically typical for rich countries. 

Many things came as a surprise: dinners, holidays, conferences, birthday parties, daycare planning days, business trips abroad. Usually, we managed to fudge it and improvise, and one set of grandparents or the other frequently came to the rescue.

Vital sphere

More than 20 piles of clothing decorated our home; in fact, our wardrobes were fairly empty, because our clothes were usually in the washing machine. Or slung over the bed frame. Or hanging from the stair railing, or rumpled on a desk chair, or stuffed into the enormous chest of garments waiting to be ironed...

We started buying storage systems at breakneck speed. One room was a dressing room, but it overflowed with clothing. We went online and bought a gorgeous old linen cupboard and a glazed bookcase; we set up shelf after shelf. Nothing helped. Our home was flooded.

We spent endless hours each week looking for things, and all too often we never found them – we just bought a duplicate, and, occasionally, even a triplicate.  Our daily lives were not exactly enjoyable, and we knew how vital the home sphere is for children as they grow up. The thought gnawed at us. We felt that we were at a crossroads. In addition, I had decided to resign, in order to finally finish the trilogy I had been writing since our oldest daughter was born. Instead of working twelve hours a day, I would finally have an eight-hour day, like almost everyone else. 

Eight years of intense work, countless trips, an executive MBA degree program and many sleepless nights had started taking their toll. I was tremendously worn out. Our self-esteem and confidence were wearing thin, and we were wasteful with everything: time, money, and the environment. We had to make a change.

Without realizing it at first, we began to implement lean in our home out of pure survival instinct. 
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HANSEI

– from regret to reflection


When Toyota Motor Corporation was established just before World War II broke out, the management likened the new company to a delicate, freshly planted tree. They were inexperienced and thus quite conservative; they never made rash decisions. They asked questions like, “What do we believe makes a tree beautiful? What does not? What decisions have we made today to help this tree grow a little stronger, a little more beautiful?” 

How often have you asked the questions: what is a good home to me? What is not a good home? What have I done today to make my daily life a little better?


Hansei can be translated as “reflection.” In Japanese culture, learning and taking responsibility are key, and many consider Toyota to be one of the best learning organizations around. Lean at home is about reflecting on what you and your family consider to be a good home, and evaluating how your home meets everyone’s needs. It’s also about monitoring, looking back, and learning from what’s gone well and what hasn’t. In addition, look ahead to determine how you will realize your goals and dreams.

What is a good home to you?

Do you want your home to be a place of rest, given that most of your life unfolds outside it? Should it convey joy, energy, and hopefulness? Should it be an open, welcoming home that nurtures relationships and encourages a sense of community? A place for continuous learning and exploration, a creative environment? A status symbol, something that strengthens your personal brand? A place where everyone evolves and achieves their dreams and self-actualization? A playground paradise with blissful kids, few rules and procedures, where the adults stand back? A place that shuts out the world, where you can be in your own safe haven? Or where you absorb the outside world, discuss it, relate to it? An improvement project, an investment to continue your residential career and crown it with a high-status living space?

Think about what you want your home to be, but also, think about what you don’t want it to be. Recently, a figure fluttered past as I read the morning paper: 40% of parents of young children renovate their houses. Why? Is it an optimal time in their lives? What role does marketing play, or all of those design shows pushing a dream image of how a home should look?

In many homes, the people sharing a roof have completely different ideas about what makes a good home and how it should function. I once had a colleague who always returned to work on Mondays feeling exhausted. His wife loved having friends over at the weekend – close friends and relatives visited them regularly – but all he wanted was to take the boat out on the lake with his sons. When I asked him whether he had expressed this to his wife, he looked at me inquisitively and said he believed she should understand already. They had carried on that way for a decade.

Another friend was wholly responsible for her home when her children were young. She spent her weekdays caring for the home, and craved a getaway by the time Saturday rolled around. Meanwhile, her partner wanted nothing more than to relax in their perfect home at the weekends – it was a space that she struggled to maintain, but that began to feel like a prison. 

Not daydreams

Think about what you consider a good day, and about what you want to cultivate and achieve. Then look back, refl ect, and learn from the past.

If you don’t think about your long-term goals and the trajectory of your life, you may end up resorting to short-term, counterproductive actions, and only meeting compensatory needs. Differentiate between daydreams and what you truly want – recognize the dreams you can actually achieve with courage, perseverance, and an action plan, and recognize which dreams your home can help you achieve. This is essential.

We wrote down our long-term goals, and what we consider a good home. We wanted our home to be open and welcoming, a place where we could all grow at our own pace. We wanted a home that conveyed joy and creativity, and that always had room for one more plate at the dinner table.

We wanted a more peaceful dinner table. Our mealtimes were fun, but they were also noisy and rushed. Our family’s table manners left much to be desired. In retrospect, I think our dinner-table situation was a mirror image of our family.

We wanted to defend ourselves against celebrity idolization and pass on some true historic heroes to our children. We decided to make a portrait wall, which was inspired by our visit to Thomas Jefferson’s library in Virginia. Today, our wall features brave, bright people ranging from Martin Luther King to Malala.

Reflect on the present

Before you start thinking about your dreams, it is important to make sure you are meeting your most basic needs. Because if we look at the home as a gigantic needs factory, and if we are committed to continuously trying to meet needs in the here and now, we must focus on the most essential needs first – those that simply cannot be deprioritized. The fact of the matter is that you can only strive for self-actualization if and when you have met your basic needs.

This is where Hansei (reflection) comes in, and a tool we can use to help with this process is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (named after American psychologist Abraham Maslow), a classic model. Checking off points in the hierarchy of needs will allow you to confirm whether the needs of each family member are being met, or if one individual is sacrificing his or her own needs in order to meet the needs of others. Reflecting on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs will shed light on the situation, whether it is happening knowingly or not. Maslow listed five levels of needs:
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1. Physiological needs such as food, water, sleep, oxygen, and warmth. Simply put, these are the most basic needs. They can control our thoughts and behavior as long as they aren’t being satisfied, because our focus is on survival. 

2. Safety needs, i.e. psychological needs like peace, stability, structure, security, and protection. Where unpredictable chaos may have once existed, lean at home helps give structure to life.

3. Need for love and belonging – social needs, such as love, friendship, connection, understanding, and acceptance. We have an intense need to feel needed and understood, for communal belonging and participation, for love. We live longer, happier lives by attaining these things.


These three levels are considered deficiency needs, and the next two levels are growth needs. If the deficiency needs go unmet, it is difficult to meet the growth needs. As a matter of course, the home must fulfill the three deficiency needs for all family members. Shortcomings here entail consequences for life in general. Thoroughly analysing how the home meets these needs is an important part of lean at home. The first level, physiological needs – such as oxygen and water – are directly linked to whether we manage to live more sustainably in society, so that we do not destroy our local environment. Everything is interrelated. If someone’s basic needs are not being met, that must lead to a change. Fast.

4. Need for respect and self-esteem – ego needs, such as self-respect, recognition, attention and acknowledg-ment. It’s easy to become unbalanced here – consider how much recognition and acknowledgment you receive at work relative to how much you receive for the work you do at home. Where do you or your partner choose to spend your time and energy? It can easily become a downward spiral, with one of you progressively abdicating from the home. A person who feels valuable at work but worthless at home may be slowly wandering out of the door. One day, he or she may not come back.

5. Need for self-actualization – to evolve as a person and reach your full potential. If you have met all of your other needs, you can devote yourself to self-development and self-realization, to blossoming. Some people find that this happens after a divorce – they suddenly have time for self-actualization. It is a shame that they did not get, or take, that time earlier.

After Maslow

Once you’ve reviewed how your home meets these needs (hopefully, you will find that you are indeed meeting the basic needs), you can hammer out self-actualization goals and ways to achieve them in daily life. In business, target documents typically contain basic targets and growth targets, which are usually followed up twice a year. That same tactic can also be used for all family members at home to track and encourage everyone’s growth, and to make sure everyone’s basic needs are being met. This way, no individual will sacrifice himself or herself for the others. So consider how you meet basic needs, and the opportunities everyone has for self-actualization.

Like most parents of young children, we realized we could be drastically better at appreciating and acknowledging one another’s efforts. We also needed to give each other space for self-actualization. Reviewing Maslow’s needs, it became clear that we were sacrificing our basic needs for sleep and exercise for other needs. Eight years of caring for young children had left their mark: a deep web of wrinkles had formed beneath my eyes, and my sleep deficit was enormous. I began occasionally sleeping in the basement guest room, which increased my number of nights slept all the way through by about 50%.

We have also eliminated the bottlenecks that were preventing us from exercising. Mattias runs to work at least twice weekly, and he cycles the rest of the time. I’ve become almost as dependent on my running shoes as my lipstick.

Break the silent tyranny

Reflection leads to genuine learning, so look back and learn from what you have done – the things that went well, and the things that didn’t. What form do reflection and follow-up take for you?

Do you have a quiet voice in your mind that criticizes how everything works – or doesn’t work – at home? A nagging, negative monologue spouting off everything that irritates you? A pessimistic whisper that becomes a reality? Or does that judgment come out as a bitter fight? Don’t plant roots in sour soil. 

In the wonderful book Family construction – the blueprint to help you understand and build a family, family counselor Madeleine Cocozza writes:  

People judge their families continuously in the back of their minds, talking to themselves and evaluating quietly. It may turn out okay; in the grand scheme of things, they may be satisfied with their families and their conditions. But those judgments can also stir a deep sense of dissatisfaction. Discussing dissatisfaction can be challenging, but if unshared with your partner, that emotion might fester […] Serious dissatisfaction in a relationship must be eliminated to preserve family life.

With or without lean at home, honest follow-up is essential. But in terms of lean, if you don’t follow up your efforts honestly, then your changes won’t be lasting. You won’t successfully have continuous improvements, and you won’t achieve your goals. 

This isn’t about confrontation; it’s about reflecting together on where you’re heading and how your journey is progressing. Acknowledge and celebrate the things that have gone well, and think about what has not and what you can do to improve. Never let a bitter, brutal silence hover like a storm cloud over your home.

Shift your focus: rather than accusing your partner of not doing something, acknowledge and appreciate everything that has indeed been accomplished. Let’s return again to our metaphor: if creating a home is planting a tree, what have we done and what decisions have we made to make the tree more beautiful? What choices have we made that have not made the tree more beautiful? What can we learn from those experiences to make the tree stronger and lovelier tomorrow?

Learning instead of wasting

In lean, mistakes are seen as a chance to learn. Today it is considered high praise indeed for a company to be recognized as a learning organization. American researcher Peter Senge made the concept famous in his book The Fifth Discipline, which defines learning organizations as places “where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn together.” 

That is why I believe it is so valuable to evaluate continuously: so that you can see where you are going. Introspection, rather than accusations against one another, should form the foundation of your evaluation. Happiness often means being on your way, on the right track, yearning for and feeling that we are moving in the same direction. And it is undeniably easier to change oneself than it is to change someone else.

You must decide yourselves how often to hold evaluations and how to carry them out. But perhaps most important of all is to consider the present: how do you currently carry out evaluations? Even if at first glance you think you aren’t making them, you are. Judging might manifest as an inner voice, or it might take the form of arguments and angry
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