Article Summary:

In spite of many years of research and evidence that shows implementing World-Class or Lean/Agile Manufacturing approaches result in high-performance organizations, most companies,, including the Wood Products industry, remains apprehensive and unsure of how to effectively implement these concepts within individual organizations.

This article seeks to “wake up” industry to the fact that industry has a long way to go to understand how to effectively move forward using these leading edge approaches in people development; process improvements, and technological innovation.

While success stories can be found within industry and companies that have been effective in implementing these concepts, it still remains a fact that approximately two-thirds of all organizations that undertake a change/lean implementation program, will drop the program within two years of the startup date.

It isn’t new knowledge that we need. It is effective implementation of the knowledge that already exists that is needed.

This is the first article in a series of 5 planned articles that will lead industries through a more detailed implementation approach, primarily geared toward the Wood Manufacturing Industry (which still remains a very conservative industry and we need to get information out on sites like LEI so that Lean can spread).

                                                 It’s Still a Five O’clock Work World

Drew Carey’s clever use of the Vogue’s 1960’s hit “Five O’clock World” has helped bring new appreciation for an old song that still describes the “average person’s” reactions to our everyday work world. For most people who work for a living, the words of that song have as much meaning today in 2001 as they did when the song first came out.

After more than 20 years of being bombarded in classroom, training seminars, publication articles about the radical transformation of the American work place, it is a sad fact that most of us are still waiting for the transformation to arrive at our own work place.  In spite of the success stories, Malcolm Baldridge Winners, and other indications hat there is indeed a “better way” to design our people and process systems, the average person still finds it a drag to get up on Monday morning and go to work; then tries to keep smiling through the work week without getting too depressed; works in an environment where more negative energy is prevalent than positive energy; and where, when Friday comes around, jump for joy for their liberation. We still use our weekend as our “get-away-vacation”.

But this is not what people want. I have used a term for the last 8-10 years that best describes the truth of the above words.  I call it the “Bar-ometer Reading”. The “Bar-ometer Reading” describes the place or places where you can overhear and discuss with others their true feelings about many things, among them, how people feel about work.  Make no mistake, while this is not highly structured or scientific in its approach, I have found after all these years, that this is often one of the most reliable sources of people’s feelings and description of their work environment.

You can obtain “Bar-ometer Readings” in many places, such as: restaurants, the corner bar, parties or social meeting places outside of work.  You will be surprised what you can learn about people in general, and in particular, about their work environments just by sitting back and listening. It’s amazing. It never fails to utterly blow me away that it seems to make no difference where people work; what they get paid per hour; whether they are in a management role or the object of a management system; the feeling is almost ubiquitous--- people are frustrated, depressed and still looking for the company where they can realize a completely different work environment.
If you believe all the articles and books on successful implementation of various World-Class people and process practices, you would think that for some reason, your company is the only one incapable of implementing these innovative systems. But guess what?  After newly two decades of how-to-do books, an avalanche of success stories, and countless seminars and training costs, it is still a fact that nearly two-thirds of all organizations that undertake an organizational improvement program, give it up within two years! Why? The number one reason is that the results that were envisioned are not achieved. It doesn’t make any difference if you are talking about Cellular Lean/Agile Manufacturing, JIT, Total Quality, and Continuous Improvement or using the philosophy of Crosby, Deming, Covey, Juran or others.

This problem goes beyond the simple fact that most of us would rather be doing something else with our time than work, and therefore, people are just not motivated about their work. Since most of us do not have Walton, Rockefeller or other name that is synonymous with money, we give up more of our waking hours to working than we do for any other endeavor. Since we spend so much of our waking lives working, it is important to us to get satisfaction and other positive feelings from the work we do and seek to be proud of the place where we work.  We hope to get stroked and not kicked for the job we do.

The vast majority of American businesses haven’t learned how to successfully tap the vast potential of the people who work for them. And that continues to be the on-going saga of American Business, in spite of what we have led to believe, read, and think exists everywhere but where we are working.

American Business has spent and is spending money (and lots of it) to give their people the knowledge of these “new” concepts, and unfortunately, the knowledge basically still results in not being effectively used within the workplace once these people go back to their jobs. I think it is still a correct figure that most companies get a 2% return on their training. Pretty dismal. Yet there are companies like Motorola that understand that it isn’t enough to just send people to get information. You need them to get the information and then provide a system where the knowledge can be effectively used!  Simple fact, but one that most companies fail to understand.

Ask yourself this, how many times within your own organization have people been sent to training or a training consultant has been brought in only to come to the realization a few months later, things are still the same. Unfortunately, an all too common scene.

. In spite of the overwhelming evidence that shows that successfully pursuing and implementing World-Class techniques results in consistently superior performance results, most companies fail to grasp the core elements that must be present in order to succeed.
In order to improve the chances of successfully implementing World-Class programs in your organization, you need to start with the following three elements:

       (1) It is not a skill/technological issue. It is a people issue. Understanding culture, creating a motivating work environment and improving general competencies of all employees is necessary in order to gain the motivation and commitment from all the people.

           Many companies pursue changing only the processes,or bring in new technology and find out that in the end, the superior results they were hoping to achieve are not there. They might have gained 15% improvement in productivity by bringing in new technology or laying the processes out differently. But they could have achieved 50% or higher improvement if they had gotten the hearts, minds and commitment of the people along with the technological solution.
       (2) Implementation must be done as a system-wide change program. Many companies find the whole spectrum of change so overwhelming that they proceed to implement change/improvement, one program, one step, at a time. Unfortunately, this might seem logical, but it is usually a recipe for failure.

           Change must be done throughout the entire organization based upon an integrated strategic plan and objectives to insure all organizational areas and resources are making changes that will support the results that are being sought.  This requires a vision, sound strategic and operational plans and goal, and then effective leadership to led organizations to attain these things.

Quite frankly, effective leadership is a woefully missing element in many organizations even though many managers read books and attend training about leadership. They somehow miss the essential essence of what leadership is all about, and then blame the “knowledge” or the “tools” for the failure rather than their own misspent application of the knowledge or tools.

       (3) Misalignment of organizational systems and individual versus company values is the third cause for failure. Speaking change, writing procedures on change, telling everyone that the organization is changing, does not result in actual change. If there is misalignment people will continue to act the way they always have, which will give you the same results you have always gotten. Individual’s values must be in alignment with organizational values, or the misalignment will result in lack of commitment and motivation to change.

          Similarly, if organizational systems are not in alignment with each other to support the change, you will end up departments not working together and doing what is best only for their own areas instead of what is best for the overall organization.

It isn’t that people want their workplace to be like this. In fact, in almost every change or improvement program, of any kind, that I have been a part of, or have discussed with others who were an integral part of a change program within other organizations, it isn’t the “average person’ who resists the changes we are talking about. Most of the time, it is still  management that offers the greatest resistance or refuses to accept their role as facilitators and creators of the work environment that greatly influences how people are motivated, approach their work, and whether the organization is a high-performance or an “average performance” organization.

I know that this hurts. It is hard to turn the mirror back onto oneself and accept what one sees. But the fact remains that we, as leaders and managers within the organizations we work in and lead, are the cause for many of the improvement programs that fail. I learned to turn the mirror on myself over 15 years ago. And in spite of that, at times, I still need to remind myself that there is a better way than the way most companies are organized, managed and led. It is not an easy journey, it takes a lot of effort. There will be forward steps and some backward steps. Progress will not be linear, it will be a twist-and-turn progression. That’s just the way it is because we are dealing with organizational cultures, we are dealing with people, issues that can be “messy” and “illogical” at times, but still the reality. Companies that have been successful in becoming high-performing organizations understand this basic fact and learn how to work with it as a natural part of the change process. 

The potential that is still being lost is devastating because we haven’t learned some of these simple facts. And this brings out another important issue--- It is not “new knowledge” that we need to transform the American Business scene- it is learning how to effectively implement and use the knowledge that already exists that is more critical.  When we stop and think about it, are the “basic tenets” and “principles” underlying most new programs that claim they have found a “simple key”; some “new knowledge” that will miraculously transform their organization if they just follow learn these new concepts, aren’t really that new.  Companies continue to spend billions each year for the “magic elixir” that usually ends up making money for the trainer and results in less than desired outcomes for the trainees.

Please understand me- the knowledge and training that is being presented- a lot of it is valuable and will result in improvements if the leaders and managers of an organization understand the role they must play in nurturing an environment where these concepts, practices and techniques can be implemented and blossom. But it is our failures as leaders and managers to support these concepts and create the right environment that results in the failure to achieve the results of the training.

Those, who like me, have been around our industry for many years, have heard most of these “new concepts” before. Remember, Henry Ford and his flexible manufacturing techniques that spawned his success?  How about Work Simplification of the 1930”s?  Or Value-Stream Analysis, or “Waste Reduction”?  There are many similar programs of the past that demonstrate these concepts of today are not revolutionary. The knowledge itself has been around for well over 80 years. So if the knowledge has been available for this many years, why is it necessary to continue to train people in “new ideas” that are really old ideas sold with new packaging? Because we continue to look for a “by-the-numbers” approach that if we start on page one and follow the book page-by-page, we will achieve success. But this doesn’t happen, because it isn’t a by-the-numbers issue, or a purely technological issue. It remains largely a “people issue” and until we learn and accept this, we will continue to look for the next “new program” that will lead us to new organizational performance levels. Sadly, the information we need is and has been right in front of us all the time. It has been said that 95% of people “know the right things”, but only 5% of these people can “do the right things”. Knowing something and being able to effectively put that knowledge to effective use are two completely different things!

We need effective implementers, not just capable trainers. We need leaders who understand the call-to-arms that all industry, including the Wood Products Manufacturing Industry, must heed if things are to have a chance of finally really changing for the better. And we need leaders who will accept their basic responsibility for creating the proper environment where people are respected; their efforts are appreciated; they feel they are a contributing part to the success of the business; and who are crying to find meaning and purpose in the work they do and the pride in the company they work for.

So the next time you have a chance to go to a place and overhear your area’s “Bar-ometer Reading”, take the time to stop and really listen.  You will be surprised at what you will hear, at what you can learn, and how if you are really serious about helping lead your company to the next performance level, it can be done.

Until then, it’s still a five o’clock world for most people.

