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Abstract

The work described in this paper aims at the identification of requirements for the design of a methodology for working with continuous improvement, change and manufacturing development in the Swedish wood manufacturing industry, an industry with special needs due to its special culture, traditions and infrastructure.

The findings are based on earlier results, a study of current methods, results from four case studies and practical experience from this particular industry.

A comparison between current methods and what this type of companies need has resulted in a requirement specification, which will be used as a platform for continued research and development.
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Introduction

This paper focuses on a specific kind of manufacturing companies; small and medium sized companies in the Swedish wood manufacturing industry. Here small and medium sized companies are defined as companies with a maximum of 250 employees.

Companies manufacturing furniture, doors, kitchen cabinets and windows etc. will be referred to as wood manufacturing companies. They sell their products mostly to retailers and large construction companies and they buy their raw material from sawmills, veneer companies and companies manufacturing both particle and MDF boards.

This specific kind of company forms an industry with specific needs due to its special culture, traditions and infrastructure. Within this research project extensive work has been devoted to collecting data and information about the companies concerned. A survey of eight companies, and case studies at four of these companies, have been performed, as well as a number of visits (40-60) to other wood manufacturing companies.

A Swedish wood manufacturing company is often situated in the countryside, and it is often a family owned business. There is also a strong tradition of handicraft and craftsmanship in the company. Now the competition has become harder and harder and this places new and higher demands on these companies. In ten years the competition has changed from being local to international, at least within the European Union. Not only demands concerning competition have affected these companies, but also increasingly higher demands from the government, concerning environment and safe workplaces. Technology has also changed rapidly, and during the last ten years development has been faster than ever before.

In order to survive, these companies need to change their traditional behaviour and to improve their business. Earlier results within this research project (Edin, 1999) have established a need for an adapted change of methodologies in the wood manufacturing companies as one way of developing both industry and companies, and contributing to new research results. With this specific kind of company in focus, the work described in this paper aims at the identification of requirements for the design of a methodology for working with continuous improvement, change and manufacturing development.

Matching industry with current theory

How is it possible to consider all current methods, methodologies and philosophies concerning change and development, then match them with a true description of an entire branch of industry?

It is not possible to review and evaluate all current methodologies for working with change and development. Nor is it possible to give a true description of all small and medium sized Swedish wood manufacturing companies. Or in other words, as described by Järneteg (1995), it is not possible to define generally applicable and detailed methods, like a “cookbook for change”. However, it is possible to point out weak spots in some current methods and highlight some specific needs from companies in this branch of industry. Perhaps it is not new methods that these companies need; perhaps it is an adapted mix of current methods. It is more likely that essential corner stones will be found in existing current methods than it is to build an entire new and unique method.

Due to size and limited ability to bear long-term costs, it is important for these companies to have quick financial gain from chosen actions and/ or methods. At the same time it is necessary to start and initiate a more long-term process with continuous improvement. Here it is crucial to have a holistic as well as a systems view of the company, where the product chain starts and ends with the customer, in order to avoid any kind of sub optimisations.

These companies do not have the time and the money to make mistakes when creating more radical changes and this is why changes must be noticed and appreciated by the customer or within the company by an increase in profits. Today, these companies do not have the financial strength to work with more long-term investments, and it is important to have minimum risk and quick financial gain, i.e. fast and safe return on investment. This means that a specially adapted method must be very thorough and suggest a structured way of working for defining the goals and the areas for improvement.

Many existing and former consultants, specialised towards the wood manufacturing industry and production technology, have often lacked in ability to bring out new research results, new technology and new knowledge in such a way that it has been appreciated and adopted by the companies. This has led to these companies today having difficulties in implementing existing methodologies for creating change and development, i.e. with a holistic view of the company. Also today, top management fail to take the time to personally work with and implement new ways and ideas for creating change and development. This puts demands on a methodology that is understood both in detail and in general, in order to be as self-instructing as possible. Also, in order to make it obvious for top management to take time and money for actively starting and leading the change process. Support of top management is not sufficient: action is required (Deming, 1986).

In an adapted methodology it is crucial to have one holistic goal, one clear and well-defined strategy and vision, for achieving change and development. This has to be easy to understand and should also provide possibilities for feedback and result in check-ups from performed actions, in order to be able to reward and encourage good work. Here it must be possible to measure feedback, in order to establish credibility for the methodology within the company. It is of the utmost importance to be able to show measurable results to employees on all levels, both for credibility and as motivation for employees to continue participating actively in the change process.

The fact that most companies are situated in sparsely populated areas has made it hard to find skilled personnel, i.e. theoretically skilled with any kind of higher education. This requires a methodology that is easy concerning both education and presentation, i.e. it cannot be too complex and general, and it has to be as “hands on” as possible.

Most of the time, current methods are too philosophical and they often contain parts and tools which requires academic skills and training. They are very much developed for larger companies, but not necessarily because of the size of the companies, as much as of the level of knowledge and education within these larger companies. Also, current methods have a tendency to be generic, i.e. non-specific concerning what should and must be done.

When specially adapting a method it should contain more detailed and specific information, i.e. so that the method in itself will be self-instructing and not depend too much on skills and/ or competence outside the company. This is mainly depended on lack of financial strength and a need to keep and develop as much knowledge as possible within the company. Also, an adapted method has to create engagement and involvement on all levels and establishing forums where all personnel have a possibility to make their voices heard towards top management both in the company and in the process or project of creating change.

Much of what these companies need exists in current tools, methods, methodologies and philosophies. However, there is a need to adapt them at all levels in order to achieve the desired results, also stated by Brynjolfsson (1997), Barber (1998), Järneteg (1995) and Hayes (1994). As mentioned earlier, there is not so much a mismatch between current methods and what the companies need, as there is lack of an adapted mixing of existing methods.

Business Process Reengineering, BPR (Hammer, 1993), aiming at radical changes in a short time, is something highly desirable in wood manufacturing companies. However, many BPR implementations suffer from low success rates due to lack of tools for managing the change process (Brynjolfsson, 1997), and there has been little published evidence that BPR techniques have been employed to provide extensive competitive advantage (Barber, 1998).

When studying quality in general and TQM in particular, as described by Bergman and Klefsjö (1994), it becomes obvious how this can be of great help and a contribution to the target group of companies chosen in this study. Also, the learning organisation (Senge, 1990) has great benefits within the areas of team learning, shared visions and systems thinking, and in order for continuous improvement to become a natural feature of an organisation, the whole organisation must be learning (Bergman and Klefsjö, 1994).

In order to achieve quick financial gain at the same time as working with more long-term and continuous improvement, a combination of TQM and BPR should be able to provide the desired results, i.e. as Järneteg (1995) shows with 5steps.

When focusing on time-based management (TBM) and the influence of non-value-adding time as presented by Stalk (1990), 90-99 % of the lead time from order to delivery is typically identified as non-value-adding. Due to short machining times in the wood manufacturing industry it is most likely that the average percentage is at the high end of this spectrum in this branch of the manufacturing community. Here are great benefits for the target group of companies, i.e. concerning understandable goals (reducing time) and possibilities for feedback and measurable results. The use of time as the goal and driving force in order to create change is widely spread and also proven to give results.

Conclusions

Coming research within this project must identify and cover “white areas” in existing methods but still take advantage of parts and tools within current methods that are useful for the target group of companies. The combination of further research within "white areas" and using useful existing parts and tools is the key to success.

Due to lack of financial strength a specially adapted method must contain easily understandable mechanisms for identifying the correct and most cost-efficient areas for improvement, minimising the need for external support.

Research within this project shows that companies do not use existing methods and/ or that existing methods have not been properly presented, i.e. they have been too difficult to understand and adapt. Existing methods have not been truly useful for Swedish wood manufacturing companies.
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