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Introduction
The rise in competition in the contemporary business environment has made companies to establish methods of gaining and sustain competitive advantage over their rival in an industry. The adoption of lean principles in organizations has proven to considerably reduce costs cost of operations and improved efficiency in organization’s operations and thus, enhance their competitive advantage in an industry (Chandan et al., 2013, p.87). The concept of lean has its roots from Toyota Company where its application was originally meant for the manufacturing sector. However, the lean concept has proven its applicability across various sectors including the service sector in with its adoption enabling firms to attain more with less time, human effort and cost. This article gives an analysis that explains how the adoption of the five lean principles enables a firm to become more competitive and gain a competitive advantage over competitors. 
Lean Principles
Womack and Jones put forward five lean principles or lean thinking including value specification, value stream mapping, flow optimization, pull production system and perfection or continuous improvement (Carvalho, Alves and Lopes, 2011, p.1). The adoption of the five principles by a company is considered to significantly enhance its competitive advantage over the competitors in a market or an industry. 
Value Specification 
The principle of value specification refers to the identification of the customers’ desires and expectations in a product or a service and meeting these desires (Crute et al., 2008, p.4). Customers desire to influence their purchasing behavior in a product or service where they become attracted relatively higher to products or services that meet their desires and expectations. Adoption of lean principles, therefore, requires firms to keep being updated on the desires and expectations of customers in a specific market segment (Leite and Vieira, 2012, p.5). This achieved through having a better understanding of the customers’ expectations by putting more emphasis on their feedback on the products or services offered by a company in the market. in this case, a company involves customers in their product strategy to provide value to consumers in accordance with their desires (Crute et al., 2008, p.4). 
Meeting the customers' desires and expectations enhance a company’s demand for services or products and thus, enable a firm to have a competitive advantage over the rivals in the industry (Crute et al., 2008, p.5). Understanding the customers’ desires enables an organization to differentiate the products to meet these desires and thus, enhance the competitive advantage of the company. Customers derive value from the services or products in various aspects including packaging benefits, product or service benefits, and cost benefits among other aspects. Therefore, ability to satisfy customers desires in various aspects enhance a company’s competitive advantage over the rivals (Crute et al., 2008, p.5). 
Value Stream Mapping 
The principle of value stream mapping requires firms to value stream from the initial activities from the supply side to the demand side and appropriate waste reduction (Nicholas, 2010, p. 443). Therefore, the value stream mapping cut across the supply chain of an organization from the acquisition of raw material from suppliers to the consumer and waste disposal. Companies benefit from the adoption of this principle in various ways. Integration of the supply chain activities and members develops a strong relationship on both the supply side and the demand side (Ugochukwu, Engstrom and Langstrand, 2012). Development of strong relationship with the suppliers enhances its competitive advantage through cost reduction, continuous flow of supplies, sharing of information among other benefits (Nicholas, 2010, p. 441). Therefore, a company is guaranteed on a continuous supply of raw materials or finished products without disruptions that can result to stock out costs (Jonsson and Mattsson, 2008, p.4). 
On the other hand, a strong relationship with the customers enhances a firm’s competitiveness over the rivals in enhancing customer loyalty. Customers become more attracted to organizations with excellent services, pay heed on feedback, customer care and support, and prompt address on their queries (Leite and Vieira, 2012, p.5). The principle of value stream mapping in lean practices also requires firms to consider appropriate waste reduction practices such as waste recycling, and green packaging. Recycling of waste considerably reduces an organization cost and thus enhances a company’s profitability over the rivals. Thus, an organization’s relationship with suppliers and customers enhance its competitive advantage over rivals. 
Flow Optimization 
The flow optimization lean principle advocates for a smooth operating system that lacks or downtime, delays, machine breakdown, or scraps. Flow optimization should start from the suppliers to superior services to the customers. The principle requires that a company should ensure a continuous flow of supplies, timely production of goods and services and excellent customer service. This achieved by establishing sustainable supplies from suppliers to enhance continuous supplies, regular checks on the machine to establish defaults that could result to breakdowns and prompt service delivery to the customers (Leite and Vieira, 2012, p.5). 
Frequent checks on machines cut cost associated with breakdowns such as lost labor hours. 
Optimizing the flow of supplies also cuts supplies costs due to economies of scale or discounts and ensures timely acquisition of supplies (White, Ojha and Kuo, 2010, p.6106). Therefore, cost reduction enables an organization to produce more with relatively lower resources compared to the rivals and thus has a competitive advantage over them. On the demand side, customers expect to be timely addressed. Therefore, a company is required to optimize the time for serving the customers by planning the human resources effectively. By so doing, the company develops a strong relationship with the customers by meeting their expectations on service delivery and thus, enhances customer loyalty creating a competitive advantage over the rivals (Leite and Vieira, 2012, p.5).  
Pull Production System 
The pull production principle advocates for lean production as opposed to batch production (Nicholas, 2010, p. 203). Therefore, a firm is expected to maintain a considerably lower level of inventories and effective planning on the same to avoid stock-outs or overstocking (Jonsson and Mattsson, 2008, p.4). This is achieved by a continuous study on the trends in demand and producing products that meet the demand and at the same time maintain a low level of inventory (Chandan et al., 2013, p.87). High level of inventory translates to high holding or carrying a cost to an organization and thus, the firm profitability is affected (Chandan et al., 2013, p.86). High level of inventory results in high holding cost such as a larger floor or shelve space, stock obsolescence, labor and insurance among other costs. 
On the other hand, the lack of an efficient pull production system can result in stock outs (Nicholas, 2010, p. 203). Stock out costs is costly to a company such as losing customers to rivals and destroying customer loyalty and relationship with the business. Therefore, a firm that adopts the principle of pull production system cut costs related to inventories and enhances customer relationship and consequently contributes to enhanced competitive advantage over the rivals by attaining more with less time, human effort and cost which is the primary objective of lean practices within a company (Nicholas, 2010, p. 203). 
Perfection or Continuous Improvement 
This lean principle advocates for the desire to strive for perfection. A company is required to continuously improve its system. This is achieved by always searching for problems and providing a solution upon identification. The lean practice is a continuous process and firms are obliged to focus on continuous improvement to achieve maximum benefits and gain competitive advantage. Systems such as production, supply chain, customer service require continuous to align with changes that happen within the company or outside the company. For instance, customers’ desires or expectations are dynamic (Crute et al., 2008, p.5). Therefore, a company is required to carry a continuous customer analysis to develop products or services that meet their desires to gain a competitive advantage over the rivals. However, lack of updating products or services with changes in consumer preferences would result in o reduced demand for a company’s products or services. 
Continuous improvement in the production system significantly reduces the production costs of products. This involves an embrace of new technologies that enhance efficiency and cut production cost facilitating gain of competitive advantage to a company (Chandan et al., 2013, p.91). Continuous improvements also enable a company to plan on the resources optimally depending on the existing situation giving a company a competitive advantage over the rivals. 

Conclusion
Lean practices enable an organization to firms to attain more with less time, human effort and cost and consequently enabling a company to gain a competitive advantage over the competitors in a market or an industry. The lean principles are meant to reduce a firm’s costs, enhance efficiency and relationships in an organization. When integrated collectively, a firm gains competitive advantage by meeting the customers' desires and expectations at reduced costs and more efficiently. Further, an organization reduces the costs associated with holding a high level of inventories and builds a strong relationship with suppliers to ensure the smooth flow of supplies to the business. However, continuous improvements are required for sustained benefits of lean practices. Continuous improvements enable an organization to adapt to the trends in the business environment which changes from time to time. Therefore, a company that adopts the five lean principles gain competitive advantages over the rivals and thus, attain a larger market share.
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