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Sherrie Ford, Ph.D.

 

Principal, Change Partners, LLC

 

Athens Banner

-

Herald, Sunday May 27, 2001

 

 

d Graham, vice president with Johnson & 

Johnson and long

-

time champion of driving 

our business community to a high

er level of 

excellence, recently chastised me for being 

“missing in action.”  I had missed the Athens Area 

Chamber of Commerce’s February Board meeting, 

and he was holding me accountable for honoring a 

position for which he had been instrumental in 

arrangi

ng.

 

 

I never bristle at Ed Graham 

–

 he’s a hero of 

sorts.  But I hastened to explain where I was: at a 

Lean Manufacturing Workshop held at Athens 

Technical College.  And though I have attended 

dozens of such workshops in my career 

–

 in fact, I 

was the firs

t to bring this training to Athens 10 years 

ago when Athens Tech was the only place east of 

the Mississippi where you could find out the 

difference between push vs. pull manufacturing 

–

 I 

wanted to see how Lean Production is presented 

today.

 

 

It didn’t tak

e 30 minutes to know that I was in 

the presence of one of the best Lean Production 

trainers ever born.  He had taken what was 

pioneered by John Costanza in the late ‘80s and 

made it a brilliant, one

-

day tour de force, so alive 

with insight and humor that n

o one could possibly 

come away without committing once and for all to 

throw out the archaic systems of batch 

manufacturing and dedicate every waking moment 

to demand flow.

 

 

This column is too short to explain the 

difference between the two, but just note t

his: failure 

to make the shift is a guarantee to make your 

factory a sacrificial lamb, vulnerable to every 

nightmare a local community could have about 

plants closing down.  Just ask any manufacturer 

who has made any progress at all toward Lean, and 

you’ll

 find out what I mean.

 

 

But guess what.  Not many were there to 

experience this brilliant workshop.  Four from 

Rockwell Automation, four from Peterson Springs, 

six from Harbin Lumber.  That’s it.  They had to drag 

people out of the woodwork at Athens Tech 

and the 

state office just to run the demonstration of a factory 

making two models of a product requiring classic 

fabrication and assembly processes, plus 

warehousing, shipping and receiving.  And of 

course, the customer, from which all demand flows.

 

 

You s

hould know that the man who was 

running that workshop pretty much single

-

handedly 

developed the LeanSigma (latest buzzword, but I 

can’t help that) program that turned Maytag around 

and about which Maytag now goes around offering 

seminars and workshops.  Th

e man and the training 

were the right message, the right lessons, the right 

examples, at the right time.  This event is something 

that should have had standing room only; tickets 

should have been scalped; it should have been 

sheer luck that any one of us h

ometown folks 

managed to even get in the door.  It was the R.E.M. 

of manufacturing.

 

 

Who was missing in action?  I know enough 

about local manufacturing and their endless 

delaying tactics about shifting to Lean to know that 

once again, they are too busy fi

ghting their MRP 

systems to attend even one day of breakthrough 

thinking, to send even a handful who might bring 

back some inspiration.

 

 

I know from where they are coming.  They are 

fighting to live another day.

 

 

So who, then, was missing in action?  I am 

far 

more frustrated with our town. Why doesn’t our 

community do more to help create a region that 

makes manufacturing health a priority?  Where do 

people think that local wealth comes from?  Why 

don’t we recognize the incredible value of our skilled 

workfo

rce and honor it enough to make darn sure 

our factories know how to run Lean operations?  

Where do we all think that skilled labor in the future 

will come from?  It exists today, trapped in non

-

Lean 

practices.  It’s a community issue.

 

 

E
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d Graham, vice president with Johnson & Johnson and long-time champion of driving our business community to a higher level of excellence, recently chastised me for being “missing in action.”  I had missed the Athens Area Chamber of Commerce’s February Board meeting, and he was holding me accountable for honoring a position for which he had been instrumental in arranging.



I never bristle at Ed Graham – he’s a hero of sorts.  But I hastened to explain where I was: at a Lean Manufacturing Workshop held at Athens Technical College.  And though I have attended dozens of such workshops in my career – in fact, I was the first to bring this training to Athens 10 years ago when Athens Tech was the only place east of the Mississippi where you could find out the difference between push vs. pull manufacturing – I wanted to see how Lean Production is presented today.



It didn’t take 30 minutes to know that I was in the presence of one of the best Lean Production trainers ever born.  He had taken what was pioneered by John Costanza in the late ‘80s and made it a brilliant, one-day tour de force, so alive with insight and humor that no one could possibly come away without committing once and for all to throw out the archaic systems of batch manufacturing and dedicate every waking moment to demand flow.



This column is too short to explain the difference between the two, but just note this: failure to make the shift is a guarantee to make your factory a sacrificial lamb, vulnerable to every nightmare a local community could have about plants closing down.  Just ask any manufacturer who has made any progress at all toward Lean, and you’ll find out what I mean.



But guess what.  Not many were there to experience this brilliant workshop.  Four from Rockwell Automation, four from Peterson Springs, six from Harbin Lumber.  That’s it.  They had to drag people out of the woodwork at Athens Tech and the state office just to run the demonstration of a factory making two models of a product requiring classic fabrication and assembly processes, plus warehousing, shipping and receiving.  And of course, the customer, from which all demand flows.



You should know that the man who was running that workshop pretty much single-handedly developed the LeanSigma (latest buzzword, but I can’t help that) program that turned Maytag around and about which Maytag now goes around offering seminars and workshops.  The man and the training were the right message, the right lessons, the right examples, at the right time.  This event is something that should have had standing room only; tickets should have been scalped; it should have been sheer luck that any one of us hometown folks managed to even get in the door.  It was the R.E.M. of manufacturing.



Who was missing in action?  I know enough about local manufacturing and their endless delaying tactics about shifting to Lean to know that once again, they are too busy fighting their MRP systems to attend even one day of breakthrough thinking, to send even a handful who might bring back some inspiration.



I know from where they are coming.  They are fighting to live another day.



So who, then, was missing in action?  I am far more frustrated with our town. Why doesn’t our community do more to help create a region that makes manufacturing health a priority?  Where do people think that local wealth comes from?  Why don’t we recognize the incredible value of our skilled workforce and honor it enough to make darn sure our factories know how to run Lean operations?  Where do we all think that skilled labor in the future will come from?  It exists today, trapped in non-Lean practices.  It’s a community issue.



