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The above Kanji characters are pronounced as Gen Ba Kan Ri or, in short, Genba Kanri. Here, the first symbol, “Gen,” means “reality” as well as symbolizes the movement of “appearing”; whereas “Ba,” the second symbol, means “space.” Thus, “Genba” represents the place where the reality exists or shows up—whether good or bad. Then, the following symbol, “Kan,” means “to administer,” and “Ri” means “natural law.” Thus, “Kanri” is to administer by following the law of nature.

Recognizing that all of us will be better off if we squarely face and deal with the issues at where the action is, i.e., the shop floor, this book addresses the importance of shop floor management from a new, fresh viewpoint.

(Calligraphy by the author.)


For those who light up
the corners of the world.
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PREFACE


As the world’s business climate changes, it is getting more difficult for us to remain competitive. Customers demand changes, technology changes, and competitive forces change. In a word, our environment has become very turbulent.

Even though the challenges we face today are enormous, we can still address issues that are within our control—from the shop floor up. Keys to meeting today’s challenges for any organization include:

Shared vision

Customer orientation

Ownership by people

Problem solving at the source

Self-management

Quality in all business processes

This book will address these topics by:

Sharing the importance of shop floor management

Providing the ideas, techniques, concepts, and philosophy necessary to practice better shop floor management

Illustrating how these are applied in different companies

Encouraging readers to take significant steps toward continuous improvement that involve everybody

Upgrading skills and deepening the insights for self-management to maximize everybody’s potential

In other words, rather than viewing the shop floor only from the top down, this book attempts to address the organization’s needs from shop floor up, presenting a new perspective of the shop floor and its linkage to the total organization. It also points out that just as doctors need to see their patients to make accurate diagnoses, today’s managers need to be directly involved in shop floor activities in order to maximize their employees’ self-managing abilities.

Also, expanding the “people-friendly techniques” of continuous improvement that were described in my previous book, The New Manufacturing Challenge (The Free Press, 1987), the focus of this book is on people and management at the shop floor level. While the traditional specialist orientation may seek intellectual and sophisticated solutions, the emphasis here is on practice and integration of people-friendly techniques by making use of the collective wisdom of the people.

Critiques, questions, or suggestions about the book should be addressed to the author c/o Suzaki & Company, 1137 El Medio Avenue, Suite 101, Pacific Palisades, California 90272.



INTRODUCTION:
RETHINKING OUR SHOP FLOOR


Early this century, Frederick Taylor published a book titled Shop Management in which he recommended segregating the planning of work from its execution. As experts with skills such as time-and-motion studies proliferated, a big gap was eventually created between management and workers. Taylor’s intention was to find ways to give high wages to workers while maintaining low labor costs for the company, but his theories would later be challenged.

Many argue that Taylor’s belief that workers should be considered simply as extensions of machinery has strongly influenced Western management practices for many decades. Taking a look at such beliefs from a fresh vantage, this book will take a much more humanistic as well as holistic viewpoint in addressing the critical elements of shop floor management.

Most of us agree that if we can upgrade people’s skills, everyone is better off. As the skill level improves, there should be less fire fighting. More problems will be solved at the source, and smoother communication among people makes it possible to get things done more quickly. Only limited layers of management will be required to oversee activities on the shop floor.

In this book, we view the shop floor as the place where the most fundamental value-added activities take place, whether they are in manufacturing, services, or construction. Looking around, however, we still find many Tayloristic organizations. Even though more managers seem to believe in utilizing people to their maximum potential, the degree of their contribution is still very limited. Specific approaches for maximizing the potential of people at the shop floor have not yet been initiated.

This book will explore such potential by focusing attention on the shop floor. By taking a fresh view of the shop floor and trying to figure out ways to address problems there, we can develop an organization based on actual needs, rather than on a predetermined point of view. This enables us to focus on value-added activities and to empower people, thereby upgrading the foundation of the organization. By clarifying our vision, streamlining the process, and letting people manage themselves, we can realize tremendous improvements in quality, cost, delivery, safety, morale, and the organization’s competitive position.

The existing gap between top management and the shop floor can also be narrowed. The company will benefit from the tremendous power of people with this new shop floor management, but it is my hope that people on the shop floor will also find this experience rewarding and exciting, leading to their own personal growth. Accordingly, even though we find ourselves living in a very turbulent world, I feel confident that each of us will find a clear path through it.


REVISITING OUR SHOP FLOOR

One of the major focuses of this book is self-management of people on the shop floor. The shop floor is a foundation of our thinking; it provides a base for our society’s growth. The Japanese call shop floor management genba kanri. The shop floor (genba) is revered as the place where people ultimately add value to their society and strengthen its foundation.

Whether the activities are in manufacturing (tightening nuts), construction (hammering nails), or service (processing information), each step is crucial (see Exhibit 1). Without them, our society will simply disintegrate. Furthermore, since people who are engaged in activities on the shop floor make up a very large part of our society, they represent not only the producers of value but the customers as well.

We can also see that the shop floor is where many of us start our careers by learning to get things done, to solve problems, and to work with others. Furthermore, many of us spend the majority of our working careers on the shop floor or dealing with issues relating to the shop floor.

Yet, as the world’s business environment changes, people on the shop floor and their families are often the most vulnerable ones in terms of the impact of change on their livelihood.
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Exhibit 1. Adding Value at the Shop Floor

In order to address these concerns from both managers’ and shop floor people’s points of view and to manage the shop floor more effectively, this book attempts to share new perspectives on shop floor management, and provide pragmatic approaches for increasing people’s self-managing capabilities. (Exhibit 2 summarizes the important characteristics of shop floor activities.)

By understanding that our work on the shop floor adds value to our society, and at the same time realizing that we are affected by the changes we create, we should be able to define a clear course into the future.

Exhibit 2. Rethinking the Importance of the Shop Floor

Shop floor activities are crucial to the organization’s progress.

People engaged in shop floor activities represent a majority of working people in our society.

People on the shop floor are not only producers of value to society but also customers.

The shop floor provides a critical environment for people’s career development.

Many people spend the majority of their working careers on the shop floor.

Developing self-managing capability on the shop floor will help people to chart a course in today’s turbulent business environment.


BEYOND TAYLORISM

In contrast to such thinking, traditional views toward the shop floor have not been very positive (see Exhibit 3). Konosuke Matsushita, the founder of Matsushita Electric Industries, a Japanese sixtybillion-dollar consumer electronics firm, had a different view. Of the traditional shop floor view he said,

—Konosuke Matsushita, from a speech to U.S. business executives, 1988

… You firmly believe that good management means executives on one side, and workers on the other; on one side, men who think, and on the other side, men who can only work. For you, management is the art of smoothly transferring the executives’ ideas to the workers’ hands. We have passed the Taylor stage. We are aware that business has become terribly complex. Survival is very uncertain in an environment increasingly filled with risk, the unexpected, and competition. Therefore, a company must have the constant commitment of all of its employees to survive. For us, management is the entire workforce’s intellectual commitment to the service of the company without selfimposed functional or class barriers. We have measured the new technological and economic challenges. We know that the intelligence of a few technocrats—even very bright ones—has become totally inadequate to face these challenges. Only the intellect of all employees can permit a company to live with the ups and downs and meet the requirements of its new environment.

Exhibit 3.  Traditional Shop Floor Views

Mundane work is done on the shop floor.

Because management controls all activities, people on the shop floor are not asked their opinions.

As long as they can do the job, there is no need to educate people on the shop floor.

Since muscle is all that is needed on the shop floor, it is better to do the work where the labor is cheapest.

Since people on the shop floor will change jobs for even very little pay differences, it is better not to use any resources to educate them.

The simpler people’s jobs are, the easier it is to hire and fire them.


MAKING PEOPLE BEFORE MAKING PRODUCTS

While Matsushita is now known by brand names such as Panasonic, Technics, and Quasar, it is worth noting that Konosuke Matsushita started his career at age nine as an apprentice because of his family’s financial problems. Though his statement quoted above may sound harsh, his intent was not to be negative. He meant that we may find ourselves in a very undesirable situation if we do not see the flaw in treating people as extensions of machinery.

On one occasion, he asked an employee, “What does Matsushita Electric make?” Answered the employee, “We make TVs, radios, and vacuum cleaners.” “No, no, no!” Konosuke Matsushita pointed out, “We make people! We make people first before making products. Matsushita Electric is the place to make people. Our company should be known as such.”

As we talk about assuring quality in the product we make, we learn the principles of quality control. Yet the ultimate process control may be achieved by “making people before making products.”


ADDRESSING THE INDIVIDUAL’S NEEDS

What we are addressing here is a way in which management can instill in each individual a belief that as he or she grows, the company grows as well. In other words, if each person has self-managing or autonomous capabilities while linked to the total organization, we can create a system that is more humane, addressing the minds of people as opposed to simply viewing the business only in terms of financial position.

As our society progresses and competition intensifies, addressing individuals’ needs, as both internal and external customers to thecompany, becomes critical. Furthermore, such thinking leads to a genba (shop floor) within an organization in which attention to detail is practiced in relation to each person (man), each machine, each specific method, each material, and environment.


GENBA-ORIENTED THINKING (THREE REALS)

As we address each of these issues, we need to be reality oriented rather than concept oriented. Here, we may familiarize ourselves with three basics of shop floor management. In Japanese, they are genba (real scene or shop floor), genbutsu (real thing), and genjitsu (real fact). Here we will call them the “Three Reals.” (See Exhibit 4 for illustration.)

To practice the Three Reals, we need to go to the “real scene or shop floor,” to see the “real thing” in front of our eyes and understand the “real fact” to address the real problems for improvement. (Please note that in service-related businesses their products are in fact services.) Here, each of the three reals is described in detail:
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Exhibit 4. Genba, Genbutsu, Genjitsu (Three Reals)



Genba (real place or shop floor). Whenever we deal with shop floor problems, we typically find many interrelated factors, such as the changes in products or processes. Especially when human factors are involved, the assessment of problems becomes very complex. It almost requires a detective’s skill.

In such an environment, pure theory cannot function by itself. And no matter how great our intellect and how extensive our knowledge, if that knowledge is not tied with reality, we simply get more confused, perhaps even resulting in totally different hypotheses to address the same problem.

An important exercise, then, is for us to emphasize substance rather than form. The shop floor is a place to practice pragmatic problem-solving. It may be even viewed as an experimental laboratory. Books, lectures, and intellectual exercises in the office, away from the action, can never bring such experiences by themselves.

 Genbutsu (real thing). Here, “thing” may mean products, parts, machinery, or material. If there is a problem with our product, we need to see the “real thing” for ourselves to understand the nature of the problem rather than someone else’s interpretation of the problems. If we are sensitive to customer satisfaction and the elimination of waste in our shop, we should not debate the problem away from the shop floor. Rather, we should see for ourselves the nature of the problem, so that we can take action.

If we go into this point a bit deeper, when we provide products for customers, whether they are the persons working in the next processes or they are external to the company, those products represent the producer in the customers’ eyes. They may even embody in themselves the philosophy of the company.

In the customers’ hands, products do not make any excuses nor do they lie, unlike words and concepts which may contain biases, errors, or even outright lies, as in the case of overrated advertising. Making excuses about a product does not change its value for the customer. Our products are everything. Similarly, when we think of problems, we always need to be objective, see genbutsu in our hands, and identify ourselves with the problem.

Genjitsu (real fact). Visiting the “real scene,” and looking at the “real thing,” we need to check each potential cause with “real facts” in addressing the problem. We need to constantly ask ourselves “Why?” and behave like detectives who question even measuring instruments to make certain that data has been accurately derived. As we discover a problem, we need to put the convict (problem) into prison (standardized countermeasures) and make sure that the convict does not escape (process control). To be effective, however, these measures should be applied by everybody.


DEVELOPING A GENBA-ORIENTED MIND

In many ways, therefore, our challenge is to move away from a biased and conceptually oriented mindset and to discipline ourselves to practice reality-based thinking. The following examples may illustrate this shift in thinking.

When we look at a mountain, we think there is a “mountain.” But we may not think of it as a “MOUNTAIN.” Here, “mountain” represents the thought or concept that our brain has developed over the years through pattern recognition. In contrast, “MOUNTAIN” represents the real object, with different shades of rocks and the smell of trees—this is not the conceptual mountain.

As another example, we may imagine “flower” as something like a red tulip. And we may associate this image with the pictures children draw. This is, however, not the “FLOWER” that actually grows in our garden. When our mind is occupied with something, therefore, we see only the “tulip” but not the “TULIP.”

The impressionist painter Monet is known to have explained to his disciples that when we see trees and houses, we should not see them by their names, but by dots or triangles or squares of colors. The point is that if we can identify ourselves with an object, then with concentration and persistence we can come to understand the real nature of the object. In other words, we may learn to “SEE” instead of “see,” and even possibly “LIVE” and “WORK,” instead of “live” and “work.”
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Exhibit 5. A Mountain is a “MOUNTAIN,” but it is not a “mountain”



In the context of shop floor management (SFM) we may work on a “problem” but not the “PROBLEM.” In the worst case, we may be studying the “problem” in the office instead of attacking the “PROBLEM” with the real product and real facts at the real scene.

The late Taiichi Ohno, who is known as the father of the Toyota Production System, often stated that if we do not understand a problem, we should spend time—a full day if need be—on the shop floor (genba), observing the problem so as to figure out what is wrong. Such an exercise teaches us to reach the core of a problem rather than looking at it conceptually. Ohno even drew a circle on the floor for his subordinate to stand on until he could figure out a certain operation’s problem. If today’s managers were to visit him, however, I wonder how many of them would understand his point.

When we study management, for example, we try to understand it with words, models, concepts, and the like. However, what we are looking for is the truth, a pragmatic solution instead of an intellectual abstraction. If we are not careful, we may start to think that the model or concept is the reality and not a representation of reality. Thus, even though we need to understand principles and theories from schools and textbooks, we also need to develop reality-oriented minds. Especially in our increasingly complex society, it may be necessary to go back to the basics and practice even housekeeping and workplace organization before we grapple with sophisticated management concepts.


LEARNING FROM THE GENBA EXPERIENCE

To gain an immediate sense of shop floor activities and realityoriented thinking, it is a Japanese custom for everyone, including those from accounting and marketing, or those with engineering backgrounds, to receive training at the front line of the company before they are assigned to their regular jobs. When I started at Toshiba, fresh from the university, I spent the first few months on the assembly line next to veteran operators, being amazed at their skills. I also spent time selling TVs at the department store, competing against Matsushita’s salesman who had an amazing knowledge of products and excellent interpersonal skills. For Westerners, such experiences are rare. Yet Bob Miner, a manager at NUMMI (New United Motor Manufacturing, Inc.), a joint venture between General Motors and Toyota, shared with me his experience on the assembly line at Toyota before starting his assignment as a manager.

—K. Suzaki, JIT Kakumei No Shogeki, pp. 8-9.

The first day, my trainer, Mr. Sata, gave me my assignment. I said, “No problem,” since the work did not seem difficult to me. Mr. Sata simply smiled at the time. The next day, as I was working, he approached me and asked, “No problem?” and smiled. Can you imagine me working up a hard sweat, hitting my head six times over a sixminute period, and feeling as though my hands had five thumbs? I promised myself that I would no longer say, “No problem.” … Even though the work was difficult for me, this training was the best training I have had in my life. Anyone engaged in the automobile industry should go through such an experience.

I have also heard that even the legal staff at McDonald’s learn how to sell hamburgers and fix milkshake machines at McDonald’s University. At Honda’s Ohio factory, I saw a human resource representative being trained on the assembly line so as to understand how people experience their work. At Robert Bosch in Germany, I noticed engineers spending time on the production floor a few days a month to improve communication between design and manufacturing.

When we go through these experiences, they tend to have a lasting influence on us. The typical feedback is: (1) these experiences make us feel humble, (2) they make us appreciate the work done by the people on the shop floor, (3) they remind us to look at things from other people’s viewpoints, (4) they broaden our knowledge base, and (5) they teach us that concepts do not work by themselves, people have to make them work.


TRANSFORMING AN ORGANIZATION

In today’s business, competitive challenge is everywhere. Thanks to the free market system and the principle of survival of the fittest, businesses that offer obsolete or uncompetitive products, services, concepts, or systems will become extinct. The same is true for management concepts. There are many fashionable concepts, but competition will weed out the ones without much substance.

Just looking around, we see that more seminars, books, and video courses become available every day, each promoting new concepts and techniques. Yet we should realize that it is ultimately our responsibility to digest these ideas. If we are not producing results, then, whether we can detect the problem or not will make a difference, as opposed to changing concepts or techniques every now and then, in the hope that things will work someday.

Some of the symptoms of lack of coordination or poor management concepts in traditionally run companies may be easily detected at the shop floor as listed in Exhibit 6. Here, if we can practice the three reals, we should be able to see with our own eyes that things are not functioning well and find the reasons why. In one company in the Midwest, for example, I found soft drink cans scattered underneath the machines. Also, I noticed an operator collecting information regarding defects and feeding this quality information into the computer. But though there was a tremendous amount of information on the computer, no feedback was given to operators. The quality staff was busy, yet not much of the operators’ potential was utilized. An operator commented to me, “It worked much better when I was charting the data manually.”

In another part of the factory, it had taken many years before one operator’s suggestion was listened to about changing the structure of a machine so that comfortable toe-room space was created (see Exhibit 7). And in yet another corner of the factory, people were straining their backs with tremendous effort while handling parts. One operator was putting parts through a “go-no go” gauge all day long, a very monotonous job.

Exhibit 6. Symptoms of Traditionally Run Companies Found on the Shop Floor

Trash on the floor

People doing troublesome work

People doing very monotonous work

Too much inventory

Parts stored directly on the floor

Dirty bathrooms

Management information not shared

People’s desire to improve is neglected
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Exhibit 7. Small Improvement for One Person may be Quite Big for Someone Else

It may help us to imagine a conversation at the dinner table between this operator and his son, who asks, “Hey, Dad, what did you do today at work?” If we were this operator, how would we respond to that question?

When I mentioned these points to the newly assigned vice president of manufacturing, a good friend of mine, he told me that he felt embarrassed to take anyone, including his friends, family members, and customers, onto the shop floor. As in this case, we do not need any sophisticated concepts to figure out whether we have problems. We simply need to open our eyes to see if we have these symptoms in our workplace. These symptoms are the result of everybody’s behavior, nothing but a reflection of our thinking.

Just as we hear or see disorder, crime, or drugs in our cities, we can see similar symptoms in our workplace. Issues such as safety, ease of work, and creation of a self-managing environment are often neglected. Also, people’s desire to control their destinies, to use their creativity, and their desire for self-expression are constrained.

To begin to deal with these issues, I propose we get down to genba (the shop floor) where the action is. Instead of scientifically disecting problems into pieces, analyzing them, and obtaining the solution from experts, we need another approach. As long as we keep following Tayloristic thinking, we will never comprehend the approaches we are talking about. It is almost like looking for lost objects only in the lighted areas, i.e., away from the shop floor. A common Zen expression here is, “Not knowing how near the truth is, we seek it far away” (Nine Hundred Dragon River by Hakuin, p. 42).


USING EVERYBODY’S CREATIVE POWER

In my previous book, The New Manufacturing Challenge, I said that the worst kind of waste is the waste of not utilizing people’s talent. In this sense, even the people at the top of the organization should be considered useless if they do not contribute ideas to move the organization forward. And it is even worse if they do not support and/or provide opportunities for others to utilize their creativity.

In order to address these problems and reach our vision of excellence, we need to be creative. The persons at the top need to be even more creative so that others can utilize their creativity, too. We should also understand that superficial vision leads to superficial results. The use of computers or new management techniques is not an end by itself; we do not need to have experts tell us how bad the situation is; we do not need to think about the problems in the office when there are untapped resources out there on the shop floor.

Again, a critical element of shop floor management is an idea of self-management—each individual contributing to the whole, yet each being self-sufficient. Even though the problems on the shop floor seem big, especially when managers try to solve them by themselves, by using everybody’s creativity, we can do it. We can make it happen. After all, since these problems were created by ourselves, we should be able to address them if we put our minds to it.

Of course, people on the shop floor need to play a much bigger role. Even though each situation may be different and people’s minds may not change overnight, we need a vision that everyone can digest and buy into at any time. If we can develop such a universal vision, we should be able to find our way to our future.

—Antoine de Saint-Exupery

If you want to build a ship, don’t gather your people and ask them to provide wood, prepare tools, assign tasks, … Just call them together and raise in their minds the longing for the endless sea.

In preparing for the journey through this book, an overview of shop floor management is presented in Exhibit 8.
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Exhibit 8. An Overview of Shop Floor Management





Chapter One DEVELOPING A VISION OF SHOP
FLOOR EXCELLENCE

In this chapter, we will try to understand the characteristics of today’s business environment which have a significant impact on all of us. Then we will address the need to transform our organization to meet new challenges. And last, we will address the change processes we must each go through to prepare ourselves for the future.


SAILING IN TODAY’S BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

Today’s world is filled with change and uncertainty. As compared to even a decade ago, products or services become obsolete much more quickly. More and more new technologies and new companies emerge, and those that cannot cope with change often find their very existence threatened.

In spite of the fact that better products and services make our lives more convenient, a quickly changing business environment can threaten our companies and our jobs. This in turn may affect our relationships with co-workers, family, friends, and many others. In fact, changes happening in the business world may have a traumatic impact if they result in sudden layoffs or bankruptcy. If we are foresighted and prepared, however, these changes can provide increased opportunities for utilizing our potential. Instead of riding in stormy seas, we can alter our course and find a clear path through them.

To this point, someone once said, “Even if we cannot change the direction of wind, we can trim our sails to get where we want to go.” In keeping with this idea, the purpose of this book is to prepare ourselves for such turbulent times by developing skills to manage the situation better and explore a better work life.
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Exhibit 1.1. “We cannot direct the wind … but we can adjust the sails”


CHANGING ENVIRONMENT—PAST VS. FUTURE

To begin with, let us study the environment in which we live. Exhibit 1.2 summarizes our changing environment, comparing the past to the future and listing major reasons for such changes. Of course, specific situations may differ from this table. Yet, if we look around us, we may find some interesting trends. Turning our eyes to the international scene, for example, as more countries join the Western world from the old Eastern bloc and developing nations, more and more people will participate in the free market, free trade, and free information exchange of our society. These people then become new members of our global society as suppliers of labor and brainpower as well as beneficiaries of goods, services, and knowledge.

Opening this gate is similar to conducting a brainstorming exercise on a global scale, with more people exchanging their ideas and values, and utilizing their collective wisdom. We may at times find this situation chaotic because of its massive impact on our political, social, and economic systems. As more people travel, watch TV, read, and exchange ideas, the process of change seems to take its own course.

So, even if the environment we live in seems chaotic, if we find more people contributing their talent as well as gaining benefits, such an environment is in fact, desirable. We should also note that this globalization of business activities follows the free market system of using everybody’s ideas and values.

Exhibit 1.2. Changes in Our Environment



	Past

	Future

	Reason for Change




	Predictability in business

	Predictable

	Unpredictable

	Fast rate of innovation




	Stability in people’s values

	Stable

	Changing

	Fast pace of modern lives




	Profile of customers

	Mass

	Diversified

	Diversified individual tastes




	Importance of employee skills

	Low

	High

	More complex jobs




	Pace of progress

	Periodic

	Continuous

	Contributions from more people




	Profile of managers

	Directive

	Leading Higher dependence on people




	Management system

	Results-oriented

	Process- and results-oriented

	Assurance is gained from managing the process well





If we understand this point, the strains caused by these changes may be better understood. Yet, as democracy requires everyone to contribute ideas and values to the whole, as opposed to blindly following someone who happens to be in a position of leadership, each of us should seek the answer for ourselves. In other words, collectively, we are the reason for the change. And at the same time, therefore, it is up to us to become either a beneficiary or a victim of such changes.


OUR VISION

History has shown us that many factors influence progress. Clearly, creativity in overcoming hurdles seems to be one major factor. Further, when creativity is tied with survival or prosperity, we find ourselves even more driven.

Now, if we look back on our personal experiences, we may find that our vision and actions have changed over time as well. By assessing these changes further, we may see if we are deepening our understanding as to what is important in our (work)life and how creative we have been to grow continuously. The organization as a whole may also go through a similar process. So, we might ask: (1) Is our organization growing to meet new challenges? and (2) Are we moving forward to create our own future?

In order to respond to these questions, we need to consider many factors, such as intensified competition, changes in management or unions, shifts in customers’ taste, changes in working relationships with peers, guidance from leaders, level of accomplishments, or new insights gained from newspapers, TV, and the like. Since vision is something individuals or groups of people within the organization create, each of us should examine how these factors might impact our collective vision.

Then we may further ask ourselves: (1) Is our vision changing in a positive direction or negative direction?, and (2) What can we do about it?


CREATING AN ORGANIZATION
WITH SELF-MANAGED PEOPLE

Of course, if we move to a remote mountaintop and live as hermits, we might find a different solution to our question. Yet, most of us find ourselves in an environment where change is the norm. Therefore, we need to develop self-management skills so that we can sit in the driver’s seat and chart our own course into the future.

To do this, however, each of us needs to:

Understand our business environment better

Be more alert to forthcoming changes

Share and utilize information effectively

Take initiative to continuously improve our skills and position

If we use sailing as an analogy again, this situation is similar to sailing in a stormy sea (Exhibit 1.3). Unpredictable waves, wind, and rain may make it most difficult to steer the boat and get to where we want to go. We must have good knowledge of our environment, read the forthcoming changes, share information well among our crew members, and continuously upgrade the skills of the crew. Like today’s business environment, there is not much room for misjudgment.
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Exhibit 1.3. Sailing in a Stormy Sea To avoid hazards, we need a clearly established position, a competent crew, a shared vision, teamwork, and sound strategy.

If we consider that this sea of change in our society is the result of good intentions, such as a free exchange of information, a free market economy, better utilization of people’s talent, and so on, and we see that we ourselves are the cause of the changes as well as the ones impacted, then we should be able to find ways to steer the boat to get where we want to go, by practicing the same principles.

To do this well, however, we need to be self-motivated, self-thinking, and self-controlled. In other words, we need to be self-managed. Whether we work in an organization or not, and regardless of our title or rank, each of us should accomplish a certain mission as a part of our job.


OWNERSHIP AT THE SOURCE

In contrast to a military- or power-based society, what we see now when we look around is that people’s individual abilities are becoming the major driving force of these mass changes in society. As more information is made available, more people’s talents are utilized, and the free market economy provides greater opportunity for more people. This allows more people to excel than before. Within this self-induced chaos, we find an opportunity-filled world for those willing to test their potential.

While increased self-management skills will give individuals closer control over their destiny, they also provide major benefits for the company and the society, as summarized below:

Addressing problems at the source. Even if there are capable people who can solve our problems at the top of the organization, there would certainly be limits as to how much information could be absorbed by them as well as how fast it could be converted to action. If instead people can solve problems at the source, additional resources, such as support staff or extra layers of management will be unnecessary. Also, addressing problems at the source saves a precious resource—time.

Serving the customer better. As we solve problems, we can better control the process so that we can continuously serve our customers better. Here, the customer is the person in the next process, not only the end user of the product or service. Since each person on the shop floor is adding value to the process, total customer satisfaction, or total quality control of all company processes is only achieved when everyone in the organization is involved in addressing the problems at the source and maintaining good standards.

Developing highly motivated people. Self-management puts people’s destiny more in their own hands. It will give them increased responsibility and allow them to utilize higher-level skills. By applying creativity to solving problems, people will develop greater pride and confidence in their abilities. In other words, companies can prosper by unleashing the potential of highly motivated people as they grow with the company.


LOOKING OURSELVES STRAIGHT IN THE MIRROR

We know that without ownership of what we do, it is hard to accomplish things and have pride in ourselves. Also, without ownership, we may simply find ourselves drifting as the business situation changes. However, as we also know, looking at ourselves in the mirror and reviewing our progress is not easy when we are too busy with day-to-day activities, or even consciously trying to avoid facing the issues. We may be living in the past and trying to ignore new competitive threats.

Similarly, because of the way things have been done, it may be difficult for people at the shop floor to speak up with a new improvement idea to the boss. Also, cleaning up our own area may not seem worthwhile if nobody else practices it. Yet if we are to be honest with ourselves, we may have to act upon our belief. An organization without people’s ownership is similar to a nation without true democracy. We must be convinced that by practicing what we believe in, we can accomplish our vision.

As we look at ourselves in the mirror periodically, we should review our organization’s progress or lack of progress objectively. For example, we may ask if the people on the shop floor are gaining more ownership in running the business, or if the gap between management and workers is narrowing.


ACHIEVING EXCELLENCE IN SHOP FLOOR MANAGEMENT (SFM)

To answer these questions, we need to look at a business with the idea that the shop floor is the most crucial point of conducting business, where the tire hits the road. It is where values are added, goods are produced, and services are provided to satisfy our customers. We need to address problems and explore opportunities at the source, rather than looking at the company, say, strictly from a financial point of view. Even though numbers are important in developing a perspective of the total situation, the company cannot function without addressing reality on the shop floor. From this perspective, each customer and each employee are respected for their values.

Instead of finding better ways to do things right and control the process at the point where value is added, we see that the traditional way of conducting business has created an environment which encourages just the opposite. Exhibit 1.4 lists some of the problems that we find at the shop floor, and shows that we need to look at our work in more detail.

Exhibit 1.4. Problems Generated from Lack of Proper Shop Floor Management



	Key Concerns

	Problems




	Basic skills are missing, e.g., reading, math

	Someone else has to do the work and rectify the problems. (This may happen if management does not pay any attention to the growth of people and treats people simply as extensions of machines.)




	No clear definition of requirements, e.g., inspection standards

	Supervisor must be called every time something comes up that is unclear. Time is wasted, and often poor decisions may be made, creating even more problems.




	Lack of discipline to follow standards, e.g., housekeeping, workplace organization, work standards

	Extra work is created—e.g., rework, janitorial work, unnecessary fire fighting, problem-solving work to identify and correct the situation. Also, the same or similar problems may be repeated over and over again.




	Lack of problem-solving skills

	Staff, engineers, or managers need to be involved to solve the problem. People’s creative talent is not utilized, overhead cost will be increased, and support staff’s time will be taken away from more important jobs.




	Inflexibility in meeting customers’ demands

	People cannot cope with changing demands. Self-control ability is missing. This may generate waste in more fire fighting, additional people, machines, computers, etc.




	Inability to cope with frequent introduction of new models

	As model change occurs frequently, most of the work has to be done by engineers rather than having detailed work done by people on the shop floor.





Whatever we do, any company’s operations may be broken down to a chain of processes as shown in Exhibit 1.5. Here, the higher the effectiveness we can achieve at each process, the better the end result as measured by defect rate, performance against a standard, or on-time delivery.

If we measure defect rates, Company A’s rate is 23%, while Company B’s is 5%. So, if Company A is competing with Company B, it requires more than four times the resources of B to fix the problems. If we also consider all the fire fighting Company A needs to do as well as the impact of these on customer relationships, we can easily see the advantage Company B enjoys over Company A.
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Exhibit 1.5. Impact of SFM on Effectiveness of Company’s Operation

Here, we should note that the process may represent (1) a manufacturing process to make goods, (2) a service process dealing with people, (3) an information process dealing with paper or computers, or (4) a management process to share information, get things done, and lead people effectively.

The point is, if we cannot control the process or ignore the basics of SFM, chaos will be created. Exhibit 1.6 describes the typical impact of lack of SFM on a company’s key performance. As shown in Exhibit 1.5, even though the impact of each process across the system seems small, when compounded, the total impact can be enormous. Furthermore, increased product diversity and introduction of more new products will magnify the situation. In order to improve customer satisfaction while minimizing waste, therefore, we should find ways to control each of these individual processes better.

Exhibit 1.6. Impact of Lack of Shop Floor Management on Company’s Business



	Quality:

	We need to add additional resources for inspection so that defects are not handed on to customers.




	Cost:

	Additional resources include not only inspectors, but also expediters, managers to put out fires, etc.




	Delivery:

	It takes a longer time to get things done. Also, scheduled ship dates may be missed, with the risk of adding more inventory.




	Safety:

	People’s safety and environmental concerns may not be addressed adequately because of the fire-fighting nature of the operation.




	Morale:

	Morale goes down as more fire fighting is necessary.








CONTROLLING THE PROCESS

As we try to control a process, then, we need to develop some kind of feedback system, as shown in Exhibit 1.7. The premise here is that proper feedback of information allows us to take corrective action and thus control the input or process itself better.

If we measure productivity as representing performance of the process, it may look like this:
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In other words, we need to control these 5Ms to eliminate waste and provide high-quality products on time to our customers at low cost while providing a safe environment and high morale for people in the organization. An important question that we will address throughout this book, therefore, is how to provide adequate feedback and control the process most effectively and efficiently.

[image: Image]

Exhibit 1.7. Feedback System to Control the Process



Reflecting on Exhibit 1.5, we should recognize that even 99 percent effectiveness is still unsatisfactory. If we put ourselves in the shoes of the customer who receives that remaining 1 percent, this should be quite obvious. We need to remember that one defect represents a total failure on the part of the organization that provided the good or service to the recipient.


TRADITIONAL AND PROGRESSIVE ORGANIZATIONS

If we are to control the process at the source and have the whole organization prosper, we cannot depend solely on certain people who are “responsible” for doing this. Rather, we should seek to involve everybody in the organization, utilizing their talent so that the whole organization and everybody in it performs better and benefits.

Of course, many hurdles must be overcome if everyone is to be involved in this process. Oddly, however, a very common hurdle is the idea that improving their own work is still foreign to many people. This is especially true when it comes to solving problems as a group. Without encouragement from their managers or peers to make improvements, this hurdle may seem higher than it really is.

To better understand the benefits of a progressive organization, two models of organizations are compared in Exhibit 1.8. The spindle-shaped model on the left represents the traditional organization where skill and knowledge are concentrated in a small number of management or staff people. There is division of labor between those who think and those who do manual work. This type of organization is common in feudal societies or centrally planned economies. If the people at the top of the spindle are excellent, in theory this model should work. Yet, the potential power of all the people is not recognized, and people’s ownership and their creative spirit are not apparent.

Even in a free market economy, similar situations exist. For example, top management of a company may “monopolize” information, and make decisions, leaving others oblivious to what is happening. (Here we will refer to this type of management as “black box management” or “brick wall management,” where information does not go across the organizational boundary smoothly.)

In theory, this can still work when information gathering, analysis, and decision making at the top are done effectively and without delay. But in today’s turbulent business world where the pace of change is rapid and new technologies and products pop up frequently, the chance of black box management being effective becomes slim.
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Exhibit 1.8. Traditional and Progressive Organizations Traditional Organization Progressive Organization

Information overload or a traffic jam of miscellaneous information at the top is symptomatic of black box management. Since the contribution of people on the shop floor is limited to manual skills, more and more fire fighting has to be done at the higher levels of management, robbing managers of precious time needed to steer the organization in the right direction. As the late Konosuke Matsushita pointed out, we should realize that “only the intellects of all employees can permit a company to live with the ups and downs of and requirements of its new environment.”

Reflecting such a notion, the thicker cylinder on the right in Exhibit 1.8 represents a more progressive organization where a much larger pool of organizational talent is utilized. Here, people may contribute suggestions for improvements, participate in problem-solving activities, and work as a team rather than merely focusing on individual concerns. Also, as their skill base broadens, they may clean up and organize their own work areas, conduct basic maintenance jobs, and become so flexible in doing multiple jobs that the group may become self-sufficient, functioning as a mini-company, or an autonomous organizational unit.

In other words, instead of being managed, people manage themselves. Instead of solving the problems at the top, they are addressing the problems much earlier on, leaving more room for management and support people to work on future and large-scale issues instead of fire fighting issues.

Exhibits 1.9 and 1.10, however, indicate the attitude changes that need to take place for an organization to transform itself and adopt the new shop floor management. Naturally, we are not talking about changes that can be made overnight. Everything that is connected to the shop floor will be affected in the change process. Yet since a company will not realize its full potential if its employees’ capabilities are not fully utilized, everybody in the organization needs to make changes one at a time—continuously, consistently, and with commitment.
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Exhibit 1.9. Typical Thinking of People in Traditional Organizations



Exhibit 1.10. Attitudinal Differences of People in Traditional vs. Progressive Organizations



	Level

	Traditional Organization

	Progressive Organization




	Top Management

	Lack of knowledge on shop floor activities: “Let me focus on my stuff.”

	Can feel the pulse of the shop floor. “ How can people on the shop floor be more involved?”




	Manager

	Simply gives orders: “Do as I say.”

	Guides people to develop ownership: “How can I help you?”




	Support Group

	Focus on their own jobs: “I can solve that problem.”

	Shift to focus on Improvement. “How can I delegate my job?”




	Operators

	Leave brains at the time clock: “I gave up speaking to my boss.”

	Respect boss as teacher, coach, or facilitator. “Here are suggestions.”





The change process will require many people’s involvement. Every attempt to hit singles and bunts counts, as opposed to everybody waiting to see a few star players hit home runs. To accomplish this change in attitude we need a good leader—a catalyst—and individuals with self-improving initiative; not a dictator and a passive audience.


DEVELOPING A PROGRESSIVE ORGANIZATION

Of course, some may still prefer the traditional type of organization, especially because of the efficiencies created by the division of labor. Certainly someone who is used to doing something over and over may be better equipped than others to do that job. Yet, if we push such an idea to the point of dividing those who use their brains from those who use their hands, we may not only be underutilizing the talents of people but we are lacking respect for the individual.

To understand this point better, let us look at a specific example. I find it very strange, but in many traditional organizations the supervisor on the shop floor does not conduct even a five- to ten-minute daily meeting with his or her people at the beginning or end of the shift. Yet, this type of meeting should be compared to a quarter-back’s huddle in football. By analyzing the situation, the team can confirm a strategy to perform better. Without this huddle, how can the team deploy strategies to perform well? Still, some may think it is more efficient for a supervisor to communicate one to one with each employee rather than stop the line to meet with everyone. While this argument may sound reasonable, there is a potential of not utilizing people’s talents. For example, not everyone will understand the concerns of the organization about meeting the targets on key items. Or people may not be informed about new products, new processes, or engineering changes, so that they can be better prepared or contribute their ideas (see Exhibit 1.11).

From the people’s viewpoint, if communication with supervisors is limited, then when a machine starts to make noise, vibrate, or consume more oil than normal, if defects start to show up, or if an interesting idea comes to mind, there may be no opportunity for discussion or brainstorming.

Another common characteristic of traditional organizations is that people on the shop floor are called “direct or hourly labor.” Again, this is a notion that people on the shop floor should be involved only in doing jobs, as opposed to managing their jobs. In the worst case, problems may be characterized as a dichotomy between brain and muscle, creating a gap wide enough to cut off crucial communication, coordination, and cooperation. Because of this, people on the shop floor may even develop hostile attitudes, or become withdrawn or indifferent.
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Exhibit 1.11. Developing Better Communication (Floor Meeting)



Just as in the case of the economic failure of communism in the Eastern bloc, if we alienate people by concentrating power, skills, or information at the top, such a rigid hierarchy will not allow people’s creativity to flourish. Instead of constraining them within rigid boundaries, we need to find ways to address people’s concerns and unleash their creative power.

In contrast, if we can come up with approaches where everybody participates in improvement activities, they may encourage people to upgrade their skills, utilize their creativity, and develop pride and higher self-esteem in their jobs—and most likely in their personal lives as well. For this very reason, we should try to transform our organization at all possible levels, creating a harmonious blend of guidance from management and self-management on the part of shop floor people.

In summary, the transformation of a traditional type of organization to a progressive one will generate huge benefits:

More people’s creativity will be utilized. Since creativity is one of the fundamental characteristics of human beings, it is more humanistic to involve everyone.

We can tap into the unknown potential of people. If we provide opportunities for people in the organization to contribute their talents, the growth potential will be unlimited, as history has proven.

Since skills will not be monopolized by a few individuals, the higher overall skill level of people will make it easier to coordinate activities and get the necessary work done smoothly.

As the capabilities of people are realized and better utilized, the organization as a whole will become more competitive. The difference in mass between the two organizations in Exhibit 1.8 reflects the difference in their competitiveness.

A note of caution here is that letting people utilize the potential of their creativity does not necessarily mean a “free hands” situation where they can do anything to explore their potential at their whim. Business is an ongoing concern, and resources such as time or money are always limited. Thus, we need to figure out ways to allocate resources intelligently and have people prove their contribution to the company’s progress.


WHAT WE SHOULD WORK ON

In order for us to develop a progressive organization, however, we need to work on several areas:

Develop clarity in vision. As shop floor activities and individuals’ roles and responsibilities change, people may become uncomfortable. We need to confirm our vision and core values if we are to establish excellence in our work.

Develop customer orientation. By viewing the next process as a customer, every person in the organization needs to grasp the importance of customer orientation and find ways to ensure customer satisfaction.

Promote involvement of everybody. In order to address customer orientation, we need to tap into people’s creativity and emphasize customer satisfaction, which may require the roles and responsibilities of people to change.

Increase problem-solving capability. As more responsibility is borne by each individual, in order for the organization to be more responsive to customer demand, each individual’s problem-solving skill base needs to be upgraded.

Provide adequate leadership. Instead of “managing” the situation, more leadership qualities will be required of managers. More and more of the traditional managing functions will be taken care of by people’s increased self-managing capabilities.

Clarify the management support system. The management process needs to be redefined and clarified to accommodate the new thinking and values as well as individuals’ new roles and responsibilities.

The subjects listed here are broad in scope, but they must be addressed if we are to accomplish our vision. A critical point here is that it is the people at the shop floor who need to understand these subjects and execute them. In other words, this is the ultimate competitive edge of the organization which is based on the total value-added work of everybody in the organization.

As we address each of these subjects more fully in the following chapters it is important to remember that they are also closely linked to each other. As the shop floor is the place where all of the different disciplines meet, instead of narrowly focusing on one subject at a time, we need to find an integrated approach.

In order to do this, instead of treating each of these subjects individually, we will study each subject’s linkage with other subjects as much as possible. This approach will seem repetitious in some cases, but I believe it is necessary in order to deepen our holistic understanding of shop floor management.

This subject of SFM requires a different kind of learning. Simply accumulating knowledge does not add value by itself when it comes to the practice of SFM. Just like talking about swimming in the classroom can do little to build up muscles or improve skills, our orientation should be effective execution rather than intellectualization. Learning the essence of shop floor management, therefore, requires returning to the material over and over as we move on; it takes years of actual practice.

The numerous appendices and exhibits in this book are included for the purpose of providing tools, reference points, and checklists to aid readers in retaining the key points and to make it easier to reflect upon them later.


WHERE DO WE STAND NOW?

As we develop an understanding of SFM, we need to assess where we stand in relation to some of its key elements. To do this, we might rate the organization, either the company or department, in each category discussed above. (Use Exhibit 1.12 for a self-assessment.):

After we assess where we stand now, we need to ask ourselves if we are committed to transforming the organization from a traditional one to a more progressive one—whether the organization itself is a unit, a department, or a whole company.

Exhibit 1.12. Assessing the Level of Shop Floor Management



	Category

	Rating (0 = poor; 10 = excellent) and Comments




	Clarity of vision (Core Value)

	 



	Customer orientation

	 



	Involvement of everybody

	 



	Problem-solving capability

	 



	Leadership

	 



	Management support system

	 




Note: While the assessment may be quick and brief now, we will study these elements in detail in subsequent chapters. (As a part of the assessment, we may refer to a sample of people’s perceptions regarding their work at the shop floor, as shown in Appendix 1.1.)



As illustrated in Exhibit 1.8, gaining ownership at each individual’s level and being able to involve everyone in the practice of shop floor management takes a tremendous effort. There will be changes in the roles and responsibilities of people, people’s problem-solving capabilities, leadership skills, and the management system. In other words, as problems are addressed at the source, more managers and staff people will spend their time on future-oriented issues while assuring the coordination, cooperation, and communication among people. Top management also will assure that all of these happen and will think about future business directions.

Whether we are at the front line, top management, middle management, or support staff, everybody will be affected by such changes, and everyone will need to find meaning in what he or she does differently. Thus, we also need to ask: Is there a shared understanding, and commitment? Are people willing to try?


THE CHANGE PROCESS

As we can imagine, changes of this magnitude do not happen automatically or overnight. In a sense, this is a cultural change process for the whole organization. It may even be compared to the development of children into adults. In order to understand the organization’s change process and prepare ourselves better, let us think back on our own experiences.

Since our behavior results from our way of thinking, unless our thoughts are on point, we will not have the right behavior. As a result, the outcome may not be satisfactory. In that sense, what we think or how we think is often more important than any specific action.

Exhibit 1.13 shows changes in the thinking process as applied to children and to adults who are learning a new sport or new skills.

As you can see, all three cases follow similar steps, even though the objectives are different in nature. Also, we may realize that often stimuli do not trigger reactions to the point of changing habits, and the process may stop at step 2 or 3. An individual’s upbringing, concerns at a given time, and other factors, naturally, can affect behavior even if the stimulus or training process is the same.

However, the nature of the change process still seems to be consistent. And since organizations are collections of individuals, we may be able to apply the same process to the organization. That is, if change is necessary, then the organization may need to go through steps similar to those described here. Again, however, we need to realize that the same stimuli may not affect every individual in the same way.

Exhibit 1.13. Learning from Different Change Processes



	Steps

	Learning as a Child

	Learning Tennis

	Changing One’s Lifestyle




	Stimulus from outside

	Touched a hot pan, and burned fingers.

	Saw a tennis player with a good ground stroke.

	Found some beautiful scenery.




	2. Impact on our mind

	Big surprise; don’t like that hot thing at all.

	Every movement made sense, and it was strong and beautiful.

	Triggers a memory of happy days of childhood.




	3. Change in attitude

	In the kitchen, there is a dangerous thing.

	I have a strong desire to break the old habit.

	I want to regain those good old days.




	4. Change in behavior

	Don’t reach for things that look like pans.

	I’m trying to hit differently, like the player I saw.

	I’ll try to renew relationships with friends.




	5. Change in habit

	Life is more in my control if I am more attentive to my surroundings.

	As I experience success, I realize that if I want to improve, I can learn from good examples.

	I’ll find more frequent happy moments with friends.
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