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Quality Guru Series 7. Dr. Shigeo Shingo 

Dr. Shigeo Shingo was born in Saga City, Japan, in 1909 and was a Japanese industrial engineer who 

distinguished himself as one of the world's leading experts on manufacturing practices. Among other things, 
from 1955 he taught seminars in industrial engineering at Toyota for Taiichi Ohno (the subject of the first in 

our Quality Guru Series). During this time he worked as a consultant for Toyota, a rarity as Toyota did not in 
general use consultants, and helped develop and publicize the Toyota Production System (the roots of lean 
manufacturing, lean thinking and Just in Time - JIT). Although Shigeo Shingo did not single-handedly invent 
the Toyota Production System(a large part of this being done by Taiichi Ohno),  he was responsible for 
documenting it and adding two words to the Japanese and English languages - Poka-Yoke (mistake-proofing) 
and single-minute exchange of dies (SMED), in which set up times are reduced from hours to minutes.  

He distinguished between "errors", which are inevitable, and "defects", which result when an error reaches a 

customer, the aim of Poka-Yoke being to stop errors becoming defects. Using Poka-Yoke in combination with 
source inspections creates Zero Quality Control, the ideal production system, eliminating the need for 

inspection of the end product or results, in which errors are examined before they become defects, the 
production system is stopped and immediate feedback is given so that the root causes of the problem may 
be identified (source inspection) and controls put in place to prevent them from occurring again (Poke-Yoke), 
with the addition of a checklist in recognition of the fact that humans can forget or make mistakes.  
 

 
His most famous book "Total Quality Control" was completed whilst he was still a doctoral student at MIT 
(Massachusetts Institute of Technology) Sloan School of Management, based in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

the first edition being published in 1951 under the title" Quality Control: Principles, Practice, and 
Administration". He went on to join the General Electric Company and from 1958 to 1968 was their 
worldwide Director of Manufacturing Operations and Quality Control, where he had extensive contacts with 

such companies as Hitachi and Toshiba. This led to his work being discovered by the Japanese at about the 
same time as Dr. Joseph M Juran visited Japan. (see Quality Guru Series no. 4 in our July 2010 newsletter).  

Originally, Dr. Shigeo Shingo had used the term Bake-Yoke (fool-proofing), but one day when he was 

explaining Bake-Yoke to workers on the factory floor, a young woman started to cry. "Why are you crying?" 
he asked. "Because I am not a fool" she answered. Extreme politeness is part of the Japanese culture and 
therefore any insult, however oblique or unintended, causes extreme offence. "I am truly sorry" he said and 
immediately changed the name from Baka-Yoke to Poka-Yoke (mistake-proofing). 
 
Today Dr. Shigeo Shingo is known far more in the West than in Japan, as a result of his meeting Norman 

Bodek, an American entrepreneur and founder of Productivity Inc in the USA. In 1981 Norman Bodek had 

travelled to Japan to learn about the Toyota Production System and came across Dr. Shingo's book "Study of 
The Toyota Production System", which had been (rather poorly) translated into English in 1980. Norman 
Bodek took as many copies of this book as he could to the USA, eventually having it re-translated, as well as 
arranging to translate Dr. Shingo's other books into English. He also brought Dr. Shingo over to lecture in the 
USA, where his influence extended into fields outside manufacturing e.g. the concepts of SMED, mistake-
proofing, and Zero Quality Control have all been applied in the field of sales process engineering.  

 
In 1988, two years prior to his death in 1990, Utah State University honoured him for his lifetime 
accomplishments and created the Shingo Prize that recognizes world-class, lean organizations and 
operational excellence.  
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