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Case study: Faster, clearer hiring 
and onboarding through Lean 
process improvement
Lean case study

Background

Two government human resources (HR) teams, Clover Park  
School District and Bellingham School District, asked for help  
to create effective and efficient recruitment processes within  
their departments.

The Center for Government Innovation, a service of the Office  
of the Washington State Auditor, provided Lean services, more  
specifically, a Kaizen—a hands-on method that helps teams  
see how their work really flows, removes wasted steps and  
builds simpler, more reliable processes.

Bellingham School District focused on their hiring process and  
Clover Park School District focused on their onboarding process.  
Both teams worked within their own systems and structures.  
Each used the same Lean improvement method. Both saw  
strong results with the guidance of SAO's Lean Specialist.
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Clover Park team, from left to right: Lori McStay, 
Sherri Nelson, Jennifer Tran, Lisette Smith, Laurie 
Miner, Lori Liedes

The Challenge

Both Clover Park and Bellingham's HR teams 
managed complex hiring and onboarding 
work with many paper forms, reviews and 
handoffs. Over time, extra steps, unclear  
communication and outdated tools built up.

Staff reported: 

•	 Backlogs during peak hiring 

•	 Duplicate reviews and rework 

•	 Outdated forms and instructions 

•	 Heavy paper-handling 

•	 Increased process time due to frequent interruptions 

•	 Overall stress and frustration

Both teams wanted a process that worked in real  
conditions, not just on paper.
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How SAO helped

SAO led a structured Lean engagement with each team. Staff 
and leaders worked together to examine the process and 
identify the following practical improvements: 

•	 Map the real hiring and onboarding workflows 

•	 Spot delays, rework and low-value steps 

•	 Review forms and checklists against their purpose 

•	 Define what “quality “ means for customers 

•	 Track simple before/after measures

SAO helped both teams focus on usable changes, not theory.

“Staff no longer feel stalled by 
system limitations or constant 
interruptions, and the workflow 
around new hires has become 
smoother, faster and more  
coordinated.”

– Clover Park employee

What changed

Both teams made targeted  
improvements. These included: 

•	 Removed outdated and duplicate steps 

•	 Updated and standardized forms  
and checklists 

•	 Collected key applicant data earlier 

•	 Shifted paper steps to digital where possible 

•	 Set protected focus time for file processing 

•	 Added automated peak-season 
email replies with timelines  
and FAQs 

•	 Clarified screening and  
exception rules 

•	 Created simple visual  
process guides

Leadership for both teams tested 
and approved all changes.
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Results

Both Clover Park and Bellingham staff reported faster 
workflows, fewer mistakes and clearer expectations  
across the hiring and onboarding process.

Operational gains
• Hiring and onboarding steps moved faster with fewer delays

• HR staff began employee file preparation earlier by collecting
key information sooner

• Fewer processing errors during new hire onboarding

• Designated focus time helped staff complete onboarding
work without interruptions

Process improvements
• Standardized job posting request forms improved

consistency across administrators

• Updated onboarding checklists made training new
hires more effective

• Updated internal audit forms ensured applicants
met education requirements

• Frequently asked questions were identified and
addressed through improved HR resources

Staff impact
• Day-to-day work moves with fewer barriers and

greater predictability

• Improved HR staff alignment on hiring processes
and expectations

• Increased confidence in hiring decisions and
communication with staff

• Reduced stress due to fewer interruptions and
clear processes

“We now have a very clear  
process that all of us hold the  
line on when hiring and it has  
increased our department's  
moral as well as our consistency  
for administrators and applicants.”

– Bellingham School District
employee
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Why these results last

Both Clover Park and Bellingham teams now 
use these simple Lean habits to make sure  
their positive outcomes stick: 

• Standardized forms and procedures

• Regular check-ins on process health

• Basic performance measures tracked regularly

• A new mindset focused on ongoing small
improvements

Both teams now have a 
repeatable way to keep  
their hiring and onboarding 
work efficient and reliable.  

The same Lean approach can be applied to many 
government processes, from permitting and finance 
to customer service and internal operations.

Ready to get started? Email Center@sao.wa.gov to learn more about Lean services 
and how SAO can customize a project to meet your government’s needs.
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