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The newsletter for executives who prefer honest diagnosis over comfortable reliance on technology.

The Problem with 'Autonomous' Systems

In the current market, "autonomous" is the most overused word in manufacturing and supply chain
management. It carries a certain allure—the promise of a system that thinks, reacts, and optimizes
without human intervention. We see it touted as the ultimate solution to complexity: AI-driven demand
forecasting, self-healing logistics chains, and automated procurement engines.

But on the shop floor, "autonomous" does not mean "magical." It simply means an automated process
governed by a set of pre-defined rules and data inputs. When we talk about autonomous systems in a
professional sense, we are talking about software that follows a logic tree to make decisions based on
real-time data.

The problem is that many leaders mistake the automation of a process for the optimization of a process.
If you automate a broken workflow, you do not get an optimized system; you simply get a faster way to
produce waste. An autonomous system cannot "fix" your problems if those problems are rooted in poor
standard work or inconsistent data entry at the point of production. It can only execute what it is told. If
the instruction is flawed, the output will be consistently flawed. We must stop viewing these systems as
a substitute for operational discipline and start seeing them as an amplifier of existing practices.



The Illusion of Orchestration

We need to call this out clearly: The Illusions of Orchestration.

This occurs when leadership treats "system integration" as the primary goal, rather than "process
redesign." In many facilities, a massive investment in ERP modules or AI agents is made with the
assumption that because System A now talks to System B, the underlying human behavior will
magically align. It won't.

The reality is often Siloed Intelligence. This happens when you have high-tech tools and low-touch
processes. You have a sophisticated piece of software managing inventory levels, but no one on the floor
has been trained on the specific conditions that trigger an alert. The system "knows" something is
wrong, but because there isn't a clear human protocol to act on that information, the notification sits in
an inbox until it becomes a crisis.

The Comfortable Rationalization The Underlying Reality

"We just need better integration between our
warehouse and production."

We have poorly defined handoff points and no standard work for
inventory discrepancies.

"The AI will optimize our lead times
automatically."

The AI can only calculate what we input; it cannot see that the
loading dock is blocked by debris.

"Software will eliminate the need for manual
checks."

Software replaces a human check with an automated one, but
doesn't fix the fact that the data source is unreliable.

Why Does This Gap Persist?

Why do we keep falling into this trap? It usually comes down to the difference between what is easy and
what is necessary.

It is much easier to hire a consultant to integrate two software platforms than it is to spend six months
retraining thirty operators on the nuances of "First-In, First-Out" (FIFO) protocols in a high-variability
environment. Software integration provides an immediate, visible win for leadership—a shiny new
dashboard or a faster data feed. Process discipline, however, is invisible until it fails. It requires
patience, repetitive training, and the uncomfortable work of confronting "the way we've always done it."

We often choose the shortcut of technology because it feels like progress. But in manufacturing, true
progress is found in the elimination of waste—not just the automation of waste. When a leader chooses
to buy an AI agent without first standardizing the physical movement of goods on the floor, they aren't
solving a supply chain problem; they are simply digitizing their existing inefficiencies.

What Happens When AI Only Sees Data, Not Reality?

This is where the danger becomes tangible. An AI algorithm—no matter how sophisticated—operates
entirely within the bounds of its data inputs. It does not "see" the world in three dimensions.



If an autonomous system sees a "low stock" alert and automatically triggers a reorder from a supplier, it
assumes all other variables are constant. But on the floor, reality is rarely constant. The pallet might be
physically damaged; the forklift might be out of service; the humidity in the warehouse might have
affected the shelf-life of the components.

When we build systems that only optimize for data flow (the "digital twin"), they often fail to account
for physical constraints and variability. If your system thinks a part is available because it was scanned
into the bin three days ago, but no one has actually touched it since then, the system's "intelligence"
becomes a liability. It will continue to plan production based on that phantom inventory while the line
sits idle waiting for someone to find the actual parts. We must ensure our systems are grounded in
physical reality, not just digital convenience.

The Three Pillars of True Supply Chain Intelligence

To move past these pitfalls, we have to rebuild our approach around three non-negotiable pillars:

1. Process Ownership and Standardization: Before a single line of code is written or an AI
agent is deployed, the process must be stable. This means defined standard work for every
handoff point. If a human cannot perform the task consistently without "workarounds," then a
machine will not be able to manage it reliably either.

2. Human Loop Design: We should never aim for a fully autonomous system that excludes
humans from critical decision points. Instead, we want an augmented system where the
technology highlights anomalies and provides options, but the human expert—the one who
knows the "smell" of a failing machine or a late shipment—makes the final call on high-stakes
adjustments.

3. Feedback Loops into the Physical Asset: Every digital alert must have a corresponding
physical action plan_ taped to the station or included in the standard work. If an automated
system flags a discrepancy, there must be a pre-defined "reaction plan" that tells the operator
exactly what to check and who to call.

Practical Steps for the Next Gemba Walk

Don't start with the software; start with the floor. On your next walk, move past the dashboards and look
at the physical points of interaction:

The Data Entry Point: Find where a human manually enters data into the system (e.g.,
receiving numbers or scrap counts). Ask them: "What happens if you don't have that
information right now? What is your workaround?" If they have to "guess" or wait for
someone else, your automated system will eventually fail at this point.

The Handoff Zone: Stand where a part moves from one department to another (e.g., from
fabrication to assembly). Is there a clear physical signal that the move is complete? If it relies
on "someone telling someone else," the automation won't fix it; only standard work will.



The Exception Protocol: Find an automated alert system. Ask the operator: "When this light
turns red or this notification pops up, what are your next three steps?" If they have to call a
manager who is often unavailable, you have identified a gap where automation has replaced a
process instead of enhancing one.

The Physical Verification: Pick five items that the system says are in stock and "in prime
condition." Physically go find them. Are they actually there? Are they usable? If your physical
reality doesn't match your digital record, no amount of AI can bridge that gap.

The next taboos we will expose:

The Myth of Perfect Inventory Control

Call to Action

What process in your organization feels stuck between a manual habit and an automated future? Share
your thoughts with us on @kaizen_6sigma.
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