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Hitting the Accelerator

Keeping up with the relentless pace of change can require a profound shift in a company’s culture. How do you prepare a business to cope with the growing complexity of the marketplace, asks Jayne Flannery

As most manufacturers are uncomfortably aware, the pace of change is accelerating. Customer expectations have risen inexorably but excellence in product and service alone is not enough. It must be backed up by unprecedented levels of speed and agility. Competitor aggression, the sheer velocity with which markets move forward, the requirement for new skill sets and in particular the impact of new and emerging technologies have transformed the manufacturing sector over the past decade.   
Many manufacturers are still struggling to get to grips with their linear ERP systems, yet already there is a drive to move towards the ‘many to many’ model of supply chain exchanges which involves dismantling traditional corporate boundaries to work in seamless, transparent collaboration with suppliers and customers. Supply chain solutions specialist Yantra, for example, allows companies that run its software to go out to supplier’s shelves and treat them as if they were their own warehouse, providing total visibility in real-time across every element of the extended enterprise.   
“Leading manufacturers are deploying more of these sophisticated strategies like multi-channel selling, out-sourced manufacturing, third party logistics, supplier collaboration and vendor managed inventory. As a result, up to 60 per cent of operational costs are affected by decisions and relationships outside the enterprise,” said Dave O’Connor, marketing and alliances director.  
With many companies still locked in adversarial, inward looking mindsets, this new wave of collaborative commerce is just one example of the cultural shift that is required. “The old adage that says if you want something doing then you are better off doing it yourself has been buried forever. It is an irony that the drive to create the super efficient enterprise requires a huge increase in trust in other businesses in the race to produce goods cheaper, faster and more efficiently,” O’Connor added.  
Yet while the manufacturing environment is becoming ever more complex and sophisticated, what of the people that must underpin it and manage these changes? “When we are working with clients it is accepted that processes and technologies are moving forward much faster than the underlying culture change that is required to accommodate them. The challenge is to speed up the rate of culture change in order to try to get it as close as possible to the acceleration in other areas,” said Leo Gaddini, director and partner of management consultancy, StrataBridge.  
Once it was established wisdom that a company would draw up five-year plans as a framework for future growth; yet these days the market may have changed beyond recognition within two years.  “Companies should not think of their strategy as a fixed point but as a short term dynamic direction,” stated Gaddini. “The issue then becomes what process is needed to allow thinking at board level to permeate through the organisation. We have found that when strategic direction is lacking, it is not because it is difficult in itself to formulate, but because the processes to get people enrolled in a local context are weak or missing. Issuing an edict of senior management’s vision of the future is meaningless without this process of enrolment.” He pointed out that the increasing tendency to transcend national boundaries creates a new layer of complexity. “There is no ‘one size fits all’ solution if you want your people in Peru to be at the same level of understanding as your people in India,” he added.    
So communication and empowerment are essential, but how do you go about it? “If you make it very straightforward and practical you have a chance of success,” said Peter Wilson of The Change Works. “In essence, a business is a community. Through the way that its people interact with systems and processes it becomes a living entity. Its culture is the way it collectively tackles issues in the absence of other instructions. If you want to change the natural underlying safe response you have to look at what is keeping it in place.  
“There is a correlation between the actions you take as leaders of business and the result you get,” he continued. “You must tie into your strategy the kinds of skills and resources you need and then  you have to break down the work into packages, processes and outcomes. For example, what is the result that you want from your customer service department? Keep it very simple. Once your strategy is tied into the skills and resources that you need, you can identify the competences that the work force need to demonstrate in the work place through their role and behaviour. If they don’t demonstrate these and it is done deliberately, it is a management issue. If they don’t have the skills it is a development issue. What this approach provides is a framework that enables you to connect the electrodes to the right part of the company’s anatomy.” 
Setting up a connected performance management system based on outcomes, he believes, is the best way to turn around a culture. However, The Change Works often challenges the need for external consultancy. “There needs to be an enlightening intervention that there is a better way of doing things. It could be as mundane as recognising that there is a mechanical process you can go through that will align your priorities and resources, and give options that may not have been considered before,” said Wilson. This may come from within the organisation and if outside intervention is needed it could be as simple as the transfer of a basic process or capability, or even simply confidence building.  
From an individual perspective, every person who is asked to do something differently will need three key questions answered. Why? Can I cope? What is in it for me? These questions must not only be answered fully, they must be answered quickly. “The school of thought used to be that people need a lot of time to adjust to change and that you had to move very slowly. In today’s world it is a luxury that few can afford. Speed in itself will accelerate change by forcing people to react more quickly,” said Gaddini.   
Wilson takes the view that it is important to identify where the greatest gains can be realised with the least effort and as quickly as possible. This should be a priority task, not an after hours project – stressed, over-worked staff will inevitably resist change. “By identifying and successfully resolving a substantial issue it is then possible to move on to the next objective with success behind you,” he stated.  
No one is likely to get everything right first time and a lot can be learned from trial and error. Christer Kallstrom, CEO of PPS, Project Planning Systems, a supplier of project management software, believes it is important to retain a documented record of what works and what does not. “It sounds simple, but most project management is carried out without actually tracking skills, successes, good people or budgets all in one place. So when times change and people change you're caught having to re-invent the wheel, rather than just having to analyse and 'tweak' what worked before to allow for the new conditions. It is important to create a series of blueprints and keep the related information.” 
It has to be acknowledged that some individuals are much more likely to react positively to change than others. However well supported the implementation process is, change can all too easily be derailed if a handful of key individuals decide to dig in their heels like mules. In this respect, Gaddini believes that a fundamental shift in emphasis is required in the way many companies approach recruitment. “There is far too little attention paid to behavioural and attitudinal factors in relation to the importance attached to technical competence. At all levels of the organisation you need risk takers; people who play to win; people whose DNA is geared to living with ambiguity,” he declared.  
However, many senior managers may have been in the company for a number of years. As the business evolves it may become a radically different entity to the one they originally joined. “Most people as they mature forget how to learn. Ironically your field of view to entertain new ideas narrows as your experience broadens,” said Wilson. Aiming for a balanced age profile across the business can help, he pointed out. Sometimes though, pain cannot be avoided. If, after every effort, some people won’t go with you, then it is time for them to go somewhere else.   
Perhaps the ultimate challenge facing the manufacturing sector is to recognise that change is not a one-off event, but rather a continuous process. This may involve re-engineering the way the entire organisation functions and reacts to external stimuli. Those who dare to try will learn valuable lessons along the way and for those who succeed, the rewards can be great.
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