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In mining, equipment performance is viewed as the key to 
maximizing proþts. People create value in tandem with equipment 
that is “running” or “down”, but their roles in value creation are 
overlooked, de-emphasized or misunderstood. Equipment 
comes with a design capacity, but if people fail to do the right 
things at the right time, some capacity will never be used and 
equipment performance and proþts will not be maximized or 
optimized. People are the key to improving results with existing 
equipment, but they require tools, processes and cultures that 
promote change to be successful.  

I have met with hundreds of dedicated mining people from every 
organizational level during my career. Our work included a lengthy 
list of activities involved in improving operating, þnancial and 
organizational performance: identifying/valuing improvement 
opportunities, capturing customer requirements (internal/
external), setting process optimums and process control limits, 
collecting/analyzing data, selecting key measures, reviewing 
trend charts, managing planned equipment delays, mapping 
processes, removing organizational silos, facilitating process 
improvement teams, implementing action plans for improvement, 
helping managers “lead and manage” improvement, and 
communicating to solve problems and capture opportunities. 

Without exception, organizational barriers impacted the 
implementation of these tasks. These barriers:

•	 Existed “below the radar” (hence, the name of this 
column). This means that they were operating behind 
the scenes to negatively impact day-to-day operations. 
If they were revealed in the midst of change, they were 
often only discussed behind closed doors and were 
rarely addressed.

•	 Caused people to 1) develop “workarounds” to get their 
jobs done, 2) work overtime to correct problems that 
could have been avoided, 3) cancel maintenance that 
was already overdue to meet this week’s production 
goal, and 4) be afraid to ask why problems had not 
been addressed. 

•	 Are often responsible for “improvement sabotage” 
that reduces beneþts from improvement initiatives and 
jeopardizes the sustainability of process changes. I 
call it “sabotage” because the best efforts can be given 
to using the tools and methods designed to improve 
processes, but organizational barriers can hinder or 
prevent the change that the tools were designed to 
promote. 

Given the negative operational, þnancial and cultural impacts 
that these barriers have on mines and downstream processes 
facilities, discussions about them will be included in future 
articles because:

1.	 People create most of them (often unintentionally).

2.	 Their costs are real (lost tons, lost time, poor quality 
and dollars spent that could have been saved, high 
frustration levels that cause people to leave, etc.).

3.	 We can remove most of them if we know how to 
recognize them and what action to take.

After þnding the same barriers in different organizations, I began 
to see patterns for root causes that reside outside the typical 
scope of conventional improvement tools and methods. I also 
realized that the most important lessons about improvement 
are not taught in the classroom, but are learned as we raise 
our awareness about the real reasons that our operations are 
not getting better. Is it because we do not have the capacity 
for more tons or because our key measures hide capacity and 
opportunities for improvement from us? Is it because too many 
experienced people have retired or because newer employees 
never receive the right information to make the best decisions 
to maximize tons or reduce costs? Is it because our people 
have a bad attitude about participating in improvement efforts 
or because they believe their efforts will not change anything? 
We could continue with this list of questions, but you get the 
point. What we believe has a lot to do with our ability to improve 
performance, sustain improvements and change culture.          

I look forward to sharing my perspectives about achieving 
sustainable improvement in the coming months. We may not 
always agree, but that’s OK. Each month I will leave you with 
a thought about what I call the “people side of improvement”. 
Here’s the thought for August:
 

Kay Sever implements improvement programs for mining and 
downstream processing facilities. Her approach balances commonly 
used tools and methods with a focus on value creation and the “people 
side of improvement”. Kay works with every organizational level and 
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Equipment + Processes + People = Production
Equipment + Processes + People = Opportunity
People = Improvement (without Expansion Capital)

Sustainable improvement never ends. It is not an add-on to 
a culture ð it becomes the culture. It is not a temporary þx to 
the bottom line – it is a permanent source of improvements 
to the bottom line. It is not a short-term þx for a high turnover 
rate – it energizes the workplace and makes people want to 
stay because problem solving is so rewarding.
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Meeting new people along the way in our journey 
is what makes life so rewarding. Coal People has 
always been about the people in the industry and we 
have met a woman – Kay Sever - who can bring a 
unique perspective to your bottom line. Kay will be 
contributing a monthly column we’re sure you will 
þ nd very valuable and her writing approach will be an 
easily understood format. All the new technology being 
developed doesn’t stand a chance if the right “people” 
aren’t behind the operations. She has a unique way 
of discussing the “people side of improvement” and 
puts this into a great visual on her Web site showing 
a 220 outlet labeled as Improvement Initiative and a 
110 outlet labeled as Organization and its Barriers. 
She states, “220 volts of power cannot be received by 
a 110 volt appliance. Similarly, you cannot plug your 
organization into a high-power improvement initiative 
and expect it to deliver the beneþ ts if your organization 
is not positioned to receive all the power.”

Many of you may already know Kay Sever as she 
has worked in the mining industry for 27 years 
helping coal, copper, molybdenum, iron ore and gold 
operations improve performance. Almost 20 of those 
years were spent at Cyprus Amax Minerals in the 
coal, metals and gold divisions. She designed and 
implemented CyprusӚs þ rst mobile equipment tracking 
system for Thompson Creek and several Kentucky 
coal operations, assisted with the development 
of their þ rst real-time maintenance system, and 
helped implement Cyprus’s successful continuous 
improvement program that was focused on capturing 
lost opportunity.  

Kay is a speaker, author, sustainable improvement 
consultant and coach for surface and underground 
mining operations and downstream plants. She 
graduated from Purdue University’s Krannert 
School of Management and since 2000, she has 
been consulting in improvement for the industry 
as president of OptimiZ Consulting, LLC.  She is a 
CMC (Certiþ ed Management Consultant). Only one 
percent of all consultants achieve this certiþ cation, 
which must be earned through client testimonials and 
ethical practices. When she founded OptimiZ, she 
made a personal commitment to maintain the highest 
ethical standards, joined the Institute of Management 
Consultants and pledged in writing to abide by the 
Institute’s Code Ethics as a condition of membership 
and certiþ cation.

Her monthly column will cover areas of operations, 
maintenance, engineering, other support functions, 
management processes (budgeting, capital requests, 
communications, etc.) and culture. She will also touch 
on the reasons why companies are on a continuous 
hunt for a “new and improved” improvement initiative 
because they were disappointed with the results from 
the last one. She will discuss what was missing from 
these implementations that failed to sustain change 
and ensure that more dollars would be captured.

We look forward to bringing you this monthly column. 
Her motto, “Connecting People to Performance and 
Proþ ts,ó says it all. 
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