Emerging Opportunity for Involvement in Lean/ High Performance Manufacturing

There is a lot of talk about Lean Manufacturing these days. We know that manufacturers all around the world are rapidly adopting Lean in order to compete. In the most visible example of Lean Manufacturing implementation, Toyota, the recognized leader in Lean, is rapidly overtaking the automotive market.
Common definitions of Lean include “the systematic elimination of waste in all forms to improve quality, cost and delivery” and “a business philosophy of continuous improvement.” To become or continue to remain competitive in the global marketplace, we believe companies absolutely must implement lean and other high performance practices when appropriate such as TQM, TPM, TOC, and Six Sigma.

In our own backyard, however, in a recent survey of Oregon’s small to medium size manufacturers conducted by the Oregon Economic and Community Development Department and the Oregon Manufacturing Extension Partnership (OMEP) only one third of the respondents said they were very familiar with lean and the remaining two thirds were either somewhat familiar or unfamiliar. This column is directed at those of you in the “remaining” two thirds.

We know from common experience that 95% of a company’s time spent producing a product in a non-lean environment is typically devoted to non-value added activity that does not contribute directly to customer value. Attacking the 95% of non-valued added activity is at the core of Lean. Because of this emphasis, Lean is also making substantial inroads in industries beyond manufacturing including health care, government agencies and public organizations. Lean concepts and tools are generally easy and uncomplicated, but Lean implementation requires a long term commitment starting at the highest level of management. The most frequently measured benefits of genuine commitment include increased capacity, cost savings, sales increases and job retention. The term “Lean Enterprise” is heard more frequently these days and reflects the shift from a focus on just the use of lean tools to an enterprise-wide focus on cultural change and application of the concepts in every area of the organization.

The cross-functional team approach inherent in advanced manufacturing also demands and builds cross industry employee skills such as problem solving, teamwork and accountability that go beyond those of a traditional manufacturing environment. The requirement for participation in continuous improvement activity from every single member of the company can serve as a foundation for identifying workforce needs to support innovation and growth. As an example, OMEP’s recent work with the food processing industry has led to the development of new methods of engaging limited English speaking employees, particularly the Hispanic workforce, in continuous improvement activity so that full advantage can be gained from their participation and potential contribution.

Imagine the possibilities if your company is lean. Or maybe more importantly, imagine the possibilities if your competitor is lean and you’re not.

The good news for Oregon and Southwest Washington manufacturers is that there are more opportunities than ever to learn first hand from their peers about the benefits and opportunities for engagement in lean/high performance manufacturing. A partnership that began almost three years ago between OMEP and the Northwest High Performance Enterprise Consortium (NWHPEC) to train and assist companies to implement lean concepts has led to substantial growth of both organizations and popularization of the manufacturing consortia concept as a particularly efficient method of sharing information. As part of Oregon’s Manufacturing Workforce Strategy, supported and funded by the Governor and the Oregon Workforce Investment Board, implementation of a statewide manufacturing initiative has begun and a key element is assistance with the start up and support of regional high performance consortia. This industry led initiative is chaired by NWHPEC and overseen by a group of private sector leaders from a variety of industries and regions. Emerging consortia are already active in the Mid Willamette Valley, Central Oregon, Southern Oregon and Eugene. There are also a variety of groups already in existence such as the Metals Industry Consortium, Manufacturing 21, the Northwest Food Processors Association and the Northwest Defense Coalition that, while not focused specifically on lean or high performance, still provide the opportunity for engagement in the areas of critical importance to manufacturing competitiveness. NWHPEC remains the largest consortium focused primarily on lean and now has ninety plus members in Oregon and Southwest Washington.

We strongly encourage those of you not already involved to investigate any or all of these groups in your respective regions and take advantage of the opportunity to begin the Lean journey. There is just no arguing with the potential bottom line gains from becoming a Lean Enterprise. In the period from July 1, 2005 through September 30, 2006, Oregon manufacturers served by OMEP reported the following gains in an independent survey conducted by Synovate, an international research company.

Improved profit margin: 70%

Increased revenue or cash flow: 67%

Improved customer satisfaction: 70%

Increased market share: 44%
For more information go to www.omep.org or www.nwhpec.org.
