
Lillian Gilbreth’s fame as the mother 
from Cheaper by the Dozen frequently 
overshadowed her groundbreaking work 
as an industrial engineer.  

You might think of Lillian the next 
time you open a refrigerator door 
or turn on a light. It was Lillian 
who engineered refrigerator doors 
to have special compartments 
for butter and eggs. She also 
designed that light switch on 
your wall! 

Lillian lived to the age of 
94, and in her lifetime, she 
improved the lives of countless 
workers and homemakers. She 
watched how the world worked, 
including her own home, and 
� gured out how to make it work 
better.
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“Engineering was, and still is, a 

man’s field. Mother knew there 

would be difficulties in trying 

to continue Dad’s business. 

But if she made a success 

of her two speeches in 

Europe, before some of the 

biggest engineers in the 

world, she might have an 

easier time in convincing 

Dad’s clients that she 

could do the work.”
—Frank B. Gilbreth and  

Ernestine Gilbreth 
Carey, Belles on Their Toes
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The Task at Hand

LILLIAN MOLLER GILBRETH OBSERVED, 
DOCUMENTED, AND CHANGED THE WAY 

PEOPLE WORKED. YOU CAN DO THIS, TOO!

Find a simple task you do around home or at school. 
Working with a partner or in a group, develop a 
plan to analyze all the movements it takes to do 
that job. You will want to consider the following. 

 – Who will perform the task? 

 – How will you keep track of every movement? 

 – What tools can you use (cameras, videos, 
tape recorders) to document the task? 

 – How many times will you have to watch the job being 
done before you can identify all of its movements?
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The Task at Hand YOUR FIELD KIT CHECKLIST
 ✓ NOTEBOOK

 ✓ PENCILS

 ✓ RULER OR TAPE MEASURE

 ✓ CAMERA (OPTIONAL)

 ✓ RECORDER (OPTIONAL)

Once you have documented the task, explore what changes 
you can introduce to make the job easier and faster to do. 

 – Can you reduce or combine steps for greater efficiency? 

 – Can you rearrange the work space and/
or the materials used? 

 – Can you eliminate distractions? 

 – Can you improve the tools that are being used?
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Introduce 
your 
changes and carefully 
document the task being 
performed again. Were 
your changes successful? 
Why or why not?

Try 
       his!




