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The long buildup in oil prices since 9/11 combined with recent downturns in financial 

markets has forced companies to rethink there manufacturing processes. The increase in raw 

material costs has presented managers with the key challenge of maintaining or increasing 

productivity. While increasing output to reduce unit fixed costs remains the common 

management response, reducing and recycling waste coupled with lean production systems have 

also become popular tactics with managers. A lack of understanding of the linkages between 

productivity, profitability and performance has led to application of piece-meal solutions for 

productivity problems. This paper examines productivity improvements of a small Canadian 

packaging company. An integrated model of planning and implementing productivity is used to 

analyze the case. This paper also discusses both short and long term management strategies 

implemented by the company and highlights key success and failure factors. Limitations of the 

study and directions for future research are also discussed. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The long buildup in oil prices since 9/11 combined with recent downturns in financial 

markets has forced companies to rethink their manufacturing processes. The increase in raw 

material costs has presented managers with the key challenge of maintaining or increasing 

productivity. While increasing output to reduce unit fixed costs remains the common 

management response, reducing and recycling waste coupled with lean production systems have 

also become popular tactics with managers (Cooper and Edgett, 2008; Lee-Mortimer , 2006; 

Yang and Su, 2007). A lack of understanding of the linkages between productivity, profitability 

and performance has led to application of piece-meal solutions for productivity problems. The 
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main aim of this paper is to propose an integrated approach that may be used by firms in 

planning and managing productivity improvements. 

 

This paper examines productivity improvements of a small Canadian packaging 

company. An integrated model of planning and implementing productivity is used to analyze the 

case. This paper also discusses both short and long term management strategies implemented by 

the company and highlights key success and failure factors.  The rest of the paper is presented in 

three parts. The first part describes the continuous improvement model for productivity. The next 

section presents the case based on the normative continuous improvement model. This is 

followed by an analysis of critical success and failure factors and examines important managerial 

implications for managers of productivity improvement exercises. 

 

A CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT MODEL FOR PRODUCTIVITY IMPROVEMENT 

  

Businesses are constantly looking to improve productivity, through many different ways, 

whether through innovation, reducing waste, laying off employees, or simply running faster. This 

paper introduces the Continuous Improvement Model for Productivity Improvement. The model 

is shown schematically in Figure 1. A leading management consulting firm CEM International 

has used this model in several industries in attempts to increase productivity.  Needless to say the 

model has been more than successful for every client.  
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Figure 1: Continuous Improvement Model for Productivity Improvement 

 

In order to improve productivity there are numerous factors that must be incorporated. 

The most essential issue is to identify what exactly needs to be accomplished, and then through a 

series of steps discover methods that can be implemented to achieve a desired goal. The initial 

vision needs to be broad and must look at the largest limiting factors. Once this has been 

established the processes can be broken down and examined more simplistically and adjusted 

more accurately. To best understand the model, it is helpful to look at it using the following 

application framework shown in figure 2 below: 

 

Figure 2: Application Framework 
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This micro-model defines the process for each of the five spheres in the Continuous 

Improvement Model for Productivity Improvement. These are the three inner steps that must be 

implemented at each main step. The multi-directional arrows imply that if there is a failure 

within any of the three steps at any time, the option is available to take a step back and re-

evaluate. As outcome is the last step in the process, and relies entirely on behavior, it therefore 

has no direct relationship to activities other then indicating the initiation of a new activity. 

 

Activities 

 

 This is the first action taken within each of the five spheres. Activities describes the steps 

taken by upper management to engage the subordinates and provide them with direction. In order 

to engage them, facilitated brainstorming sessions with different action plans is crucial. These 

sessions can be anything from informal to formal meetings, however for them to be successful, 

an open environment has to be established that allows subordinates to express their concerns and 

ideas. When this is established, everyone feels included in the process and is accountable. 

 

Behaviors 

 

If the visible behaviors are not parallel to the goals established in the first step, it is 

critical to revisit activities. This will generate a different approach to achieving the goal. As the 

behaviors rely entirely on the subordinates, managers must take a leadership role in directing and 

delivering constructive feedback and support in the productivity improvement program. 
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Outcomes 

 

Outcomes are the results of the actions taken in the process of achieving the new goal. If 

the outcomes are at all different from the original expectations, you must revisit the prior steps. 

Although this can seem like a waste of time and energy, it allows for the best results in the end. It 

often occurs where an idea sounds great on paper, but once put into practice it is not as easy to 

execute.  

 

The fundamental key to success in this step is to visibly display the results in a way that 

is public to everyone in the organization.  CEM has found with many of their clients, that 

displaying the results creates more accountability to the actions of the staff and the results they 

achieve.  

 

Description of each steps of the Continuous Improvement Model for Productivity 

Improvement is given below.  

 

Focus 

 

 The first step to hitting a target is to identify it.  A vision or mission is a useful tool for 

senior management teams but far too broad for most supervisors and certainly too broad for 

hourly staff to pursue (Brown, et al. 2006).  As a result, an appropriate focus must be created for 

each level of the organization. Historically management has implemented focuses that are too 



7 
 

broad to pertain to anyone below a managerial position. In order for a focus to be effective and 

achievable, it must be created and applicable to the employees who actually accomplish it.   

 

The meaning of productivity varies depending on what context it is placed in (Grunberg, 

2004: Tangen, 2005) . For example, a strategic perspective of productivity amongst senior 

managers will usually differ from the more operational view of productivity among operators of 

an assembly line (Tangen, 2005). The reasoning indicates that productivity must be seen from a 

different point of view at each level (Tangen, 2005). 

 

Activities 

 

 It is crucial in this stage to have as much input as possible from all staff members in 

creating the optimal focus for the initiative. The theory of incorporating as much staff input as 

possible is based on creating an open environment for the channeling of each subordinates 

thoughts and ideas. By doing this, it allows for the most accurate and achievable vision in 

productivity improvement.  When creating an environment that includes all subordinates, it 

levels the playing field and allows for the free flow of ideas and inputs.  

 

For example, in British Columbia, Canada, a large forestry production company had 

seven sawmills in a small geographic region where production capacity had outstripped the fiber 

supply. As a result, it was announced that they would be closing one of the divisions without 

saying which one. The General Manager of one of the divisions felt that his facility was likely to 

be closed, due to its poor geographic location, and financial performance. He called a general 
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meeting informing the entire facility of the situation. He then indicated that their focus needed to 

be on making that facility the toughest division to shut down.  He laid out what results he 

thought were required for the Forest Products Company to select a different division. CEM met 

with each group in the division and facilitated an exercise to identify what specific results they 

were capable of doing.  Each meeting was a round table meeting, consisting of the departmental 

leaders and all available employees.  Each group published a short focus of what they thought 

they could achieve and posted it in their own areas. 

 

Behaviors 

 

 The focus stage is essentially brainstorming ideas for a specific action plan. Rich 

communication is achieved in this stage, resulting in verbal interaction from all subordinates in 

the production process. Although there will be no final decision in this stage, it is still critical to 

lay out a direction. The free flow of ideas usually reveals the most appropriate way in making the 

final goal attainable. This process is based on the saying “two heads are better than one”.  By 

including as many subordinates as possible, you essentially generate ideas in higher volumes and 

of better quality. As the free flow of ideas takes place, it triggers more in-depth and effective 

suggestions. 
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Outcomes 

 

 Shortly thereafter, inevitably an increase in productivity will occur and a more open work 

environment with higher job satisfaction is created. People feel included in the decision making 

process and therefore are more willing to implement it. 

 

Measure 

 

 Developing measures to evaluate factors affecting productivity and performance is 

extremely important for mangers as well as workers.  Without appropriate measures and data 

managers may address many issues rather than concentrate on the vital few that will have a 

major impact on how they operate and what they deliver to improve productivity (Rao, 2006). It 

is difficult for managers to provide timely, appropriate and effective feedback consistently. 

While it is within humans to want to achieve and be a success, the absence of feedback on 

performance precipitates indifference. Employees are more likely to become lazy and slip into 

mediocrity.  Therefore, organizations are prudent to provide clear direction with specific, timely, 

and objective feedback on individual performance.  Precise, consistent, objective feedback gives 

employees confidence in their contribution, resulting in increased workplace participation and 

loyalty.  

 

 

 

 



10 
 

Activities 

 

 The key ingredient to determining a measurement is to create them specifically on a 

corporate, divisional, departmental, and individual basis.  These measures need to be updated 

and posted on short meaningful time frames; for example, twelve minutes, thirty minutes, shift, 

or daily. It is ineffective if the data points are longer than one week apart. As long as the time 

frame is practical, the shorter they are, the better. 

 

At large heavy oil facility in Eastern Alberta, Canada, the company had made 

commitments on the delivery of oil.  They were subject to expensive penalties if they failed to 

meet their volumes.  A couple of failed Steam Assisted Gravity Drainage (SAGD) wells left the 

company financially vulnerable. The corporate measure used was m3 oil production/month 

delivered to the sales pipeline.  The departmental measures included, m3 oil delivered to the 

plant/day, m3 oil processed/day, m3 waste oil produced/day etc.   For the field operators, the key 

measure was m3 oil produced per well/day. When the field operators were asked what they could 

do to increase production, CEM asked them to add additional measures to their business board.  

They began to add pump optimizations/day, well fluid checks/day, intermittent well reviews/day 

etc.   

 

At the end of the month the company had successfully made their commitments. 

Measures were used to change the behaviors of the operators. By narrowing the measurement 

from a broad focus to a narrower focus, it engaged the subordinates, and proved that their 

interaction increased productivity.  
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Behaviors 

 

 Subordinates initially resist the measures in fear that others will be able to see their 

contribution and make a determination that it is not adequate.  It is important that supervisors do 

not provide any unnecessary correction or redirection during the initial parts of this stage, rather 

provide constructive feedback. Within a few days, employees will realize that the measures are 

safe and will review them if only to determine for themselves what their contribution has been.   

 

It is critical that there is a visual aid used in interpreting the appropriate measurement. 

This allows others to see the results and can increase individuals’ productivity, placing the onus 

on each individual worker. 

 

Outcomes 

 

 Visually displaying the results allows employees to know exactly how they are going to 

be judged. They have a clear mandate and an objective method to judge themselves on their 

individual performance. This approach can feel like a game where they are trying to maximize 

their individual score. This results in work going from boring and insignificant to fun and 

interesting, with the ownership of results moving from the supervisor to the employee.  There 

will be a significant increase in productivity from focus, with a notable difference within the first 

five data-points of the information being recorded.  
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Communicate 

 

 The effectiveness of firms’ productivity improvement programs will depend upon its 

ability to transmit accurate, relevant, understandable information amongst its employees 

(Masood and Pires, 2005). Typically performance management programs end after the above two 

steps are complete. Through research of many different organizations, CEM has determined that 

companies are often satisfied with a 10% increase in productivity achieved after completing the 

Measuring.  When completing the CEM continuous improvement model, companies have 

consistently surpassed a 10% productivity improvement and been rewarded with exceptional 

economical gain. Creating accountability through communication impacts results in two 

significant ways; firstly, it accelerates the pace of change and secondly, it builds sustainability 

into the process.  

 

Activities 

 

 The most effective way to communicate results is through hosting Business Reviews. 

These are business meetings where the employees make presentations to their peers and 

management.  While it is extremely frightening for most employees to present their individual 

results to a room of their peers and superiors, the satisfaction they get from “bragging” about 

their contribution is a greater motivator. Business Reviews often turn into celebrations, where 

employees are visibly excited about each presentation.  
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Whether graphs are posted on public business boards, or results are presented in a 

business meeting, the personal fear of failure typically motivates people to impact the results 

achieved.  When performance is not going well, employees will ask for help and direction.  At 

this point, ownership of performance has shifted from the supervisor to the employee.  

 

At an OSB mill in Northern Alberta, it was expected that all staff members present their 

measures in monthly Business Reviews.  This culture had become so entrenched that new 

employee’s assumed that they were required to participate, and the meeting took place even in 

the absence of the departmental manager. In turn, each team member would stand up and present 

their key deliverables, successes and failures of the past month, and actions plans for the next 

month.  If there were conflicting goals between measures, they were quickly discussed and 

resolved amongst the team members.  Often meetings would progress into ad hoc problem 

solving sessions, as the process quickly exposed potential problems and issues.  

 

Behaviors 

 

 Individuals (frontline and up) report their results to the most senior level of management 

within their respective department.  Typically these results are demonstrated in the form of 

graphs.  This process is reversed from many organizations.  In this scenario, frontline staff is 

reporting numbers up to their supervisors, not supervisors reporting to the frontline staff.   
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Outcomes 

 

Notably, supervisors will use a method as elementary as stickers, stars, and circles that 

visually depict an increase or decrease in productivity on their staff’s graphs.  The character of 

the interactions between the supervisor and their staff changes significantly.  Both will use data 

to support their contentions, and the supervisor will listen to the operator more.  It becomes the 

role of the supervisor to fulfill the needs identified by their staff that will affect the results.   

 

 Communication contributes to an accelerated change in results. Success is achieved when 

individuals find and implement unique innovative solutions.  When subordinates have a sense of 

input, it takes an enormous weight off of their shoulders. This is due to the unique sense of 

satisfaction of knowing that superiors validate your contribution. In fact, getting recognition and 

corroboration from supervisors increases the individual’s accountability to the results. The 

workers are self-determined, not only because it is enjoyable and they want to do better than they 

have before, but because of the individual validation that they receive from their supervisors.  

 

Innovation and Improvement 

 

 Many productivity improvement initiatives begin and end with the application of formal 

problem solving tools and action teams.  While the formal problem solving tools are very useful, 

most organizations grossly underestimate the business results achievable just by having 

individuals use their minds and hearts to solve daily issues.  However, over time the pace of 
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improvement decelerates.  When that happens, it is time to use the power of structured problem 

solving tools to continue to progress. 

 

Activities 

 

 Although the innovated ideas are developed firsthand, the implementation and discussion 

of the innovation is done in facilitated sessions. Most traditional continuous improvement tools 

are adequate to facilitate the process because the staff is already properly engaged.  The actual 

continuous improvement tool is less important than the passion of those using these tools. 

 

At a newsprint mill in western Canada, the staff had completed extensive training in 

Kepner Tragoe.  However, there was no apparent use of the problem solving and decision-

making tools in the facility.  Only after the staff had completed their Focus, posted their 

Measures and presented their results in Business Reviews did the value of the tools become 

apparent to them.   Motivated by the pursuit of improved results, the operations team came up 

with the idea to install cameras on the paper machine.  When there was a paper break, one group 

went to the machine to get it operational again, while the other group grabbed the videos and 

went into a meeting room and used the Kepner Tragoe problem-solving template that was 

permanently marked on the whiteboard. In this example, formal problem solving tools only 

became effective after the staff saw a useful application for them, becoming motivated then to 

use them. 
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Behaviors 

 

 There is an increased involvement within the staff because they are anxious and willing 

to participate.  They are more compelled to be involved in the process because the problems they 

now face are more complex and may be beyond their scope of influence.  As a team, victories are 

sweeter and the failures less devastating.   There is more tolerance of risk-taking and yet more 

research is completed before decisions are made.  Staff members, not used to being accountable 

for performance, become careful to use data based decision making in problem solving sessions.   

 

Outcomes 

 

Once again, there is a further increase in organizational performance.  Strengthened by 

successes, teams get embolden and begin to take on even more complex and difficult problems.  

It is not uncommon to see very innovative solutions to systemic corporate challenges.   

 

In one case, at a door core manufacturer in British Columbia, Canada, press availability 

was increased when an operator suggested a process change associated with setting up their 

press.  He had the idea in his mind for a long time but did not have the ability to communicate it 

and trial it. By working with an innovation team on his idea, they were able to increase press 

availability by 8%. 
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Evaluate 

 

This behavioral model is a continuum.  Changing priorities necessitate a review of 

progress and determine whether or not the existing initiatives underway still deserve attention.  

The Evaluation requires a step back and a revisiting of actions. 

 

Activities 

 

This stage often involves informal discussions within management meetings. There is an 

assumption that change in the workplace is hard to do.  If the entire organization is accustom to 

being rewarded on specific measures then change is just a matter of changing the measure.   This 

is particularly true if employees are rewarded on the trend as much as the level. This results in 

the diminution in the fear of change because they only have to worry about doing better then 

what they did in the last period. This has proven to be more effective than striving for working 

against an unknown target. 

 

This is demonstrated in the sudden collapse of oil prices in the 3rd and 4th quarter of 2008 

causing many oil companies to change their operational strategy in mid stream.  Budgets became 

irrelevant when the companies could purchase oil reserves for less than they could drill for them.  

Hundreds of millions of dollars had to be reallocated within weeks.  The review and reallocation 

of these resources was facilitated by an Evaluation of the business environment.  This resulted in 

an adjustment of the Focus for the next business cycle and the recreation of the corporate 
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Measures for success.  Those companies unable to change strategy in mid-stream put themselves 

in financial peril. 

 

Behaviors 

 

Evaluation is a small but important step.  At regular intervals, a discussion needs to take 

place regarding the veracity of the Focus and Measures. While this can take place as an addition 

to a Business Review, it should be considered in the context of the strategic plan.  Once the 

subordinates are familiar with the new method of measurement, there is a substantial increase in 

positive results. 

 

Outcomes 

 

As a result of an Evaluation of the state of the corporation, adjustments may have to be 

made. The Evaluation becomes the activator to review the Focus as the cycle starts again. 

Process through the model tends to accelerate in each successive adoption, because individual 

fear of failure has been mitigated.  Staff members anxious to know how they will be measured, 

actively seek out and develop their own measures. 
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Leadership 

 

This whole model is the responsibility of the leadership of the organization.  They are 

responsible for leading and coaching their staff through each stage.  Ownership of the process 

must shift to the leadership, so it will continue to be the culture of the facility. 

 

Activities 

 

  It is imperative that there is both individual and group leadership training supplied to the 

organization.  There is an assumption that leadership is soft and more of an art than science.  If 

we understand human behavior, as we understand the behavior of other mammals, surely we can 

employ techniques and put systems in place that can offer predictable results. Leadership can be 

taught, observed, practiced and mastered.     

 

A general manager of a pulp mill in northern Alberta, Canada, confessed that he kept a 

list of names of all the staff at his mill.  His goal was to provide a touch point with each of the 

200 employee’s each month.  After he toured the mill, he would check off the names of those 

people he interacted with.  In a previous survey, employees had given him extremely high scores 

in effectiveness.  When asked how he developed his feedback skills, he said he was the “worst 

guy in the mill at giving feedback… that was why he needed the list.”  He indicated that he 

needed the list to remind him to tour the facility and interact; something that he said did not 

come naturally to him.  Practice betrayed his feelings, as he was one of the most successful 

leaders surveyed. 
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Behaviors 

 

Leadership moves from piece-meal firefighting to holistic planning.  Feedback is 

provided on objective data collected and posted by the employee.  Feedback without data 

invariable becomes personal.  Personality should have little to do with the interaction.  A leader 

becomes subordinate to an employee with data.  An employee that is able to identify and 

communicate performance improvement opportunities can drive the agenda of their superior.  

Since the supervisor is responsible for performance to their boss, it is in their interest to deliver 

on the data based requests of their staff. 

 

Outcomes 

 

 Leadership creates a more controlled environment that results in less chaos and overall 

lost time.  As a result there is more time for leadership and more time to discuss and plan. This 

allows leaders to spend more “casual” time with the staff in the frontline. This model works with 

the human need to contribute and participate in the organization.  These natural mechanisms are 

built into the human condition and can be used to the benefit of the individual and the company, 

making a stronger organization. 
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 A CASE STUDY OF A SMALL MANUFACTURING COMPANY IN CALGARY, 

ALBERTA, CANADA 

 

Rayton Packaging Inc. (Rayton) was established in 1974 in Calgary, Alberta, Canada, 

and employs over 70 people.  Rayton’s first products were flexible packaging for supermarkets 

and since then, expanded to include plastic bags and pouches including medical specimen bags, 

polyethylene sheeting and tubing, polyethylene bags, produce packaging, re-closable bags, and 

permanent packaging (Industry Canada, 2007).  Rayton provides products for markets all over 

the world, including Canada, United States, the United Kingdom, Mexico, Chile, and Australia 

(Rayton, 2008).  

 

Due to the drastic increase in oil prices that international markets experienced in 2006, 

Rayton’s raw materials (resin) prices increased from $0.40/lb to $0.90/lb.  This increase, along 

with other pressures, resulted in the company needing to improve their bottom line by $1.4 

million, or face the real possibility of closing their doors.  The president of the company, 

recognizing that they had to do something, sought external help. An independent consulting firm, 

CEM International Management Consultants Ltd. (CEM), was contracted to help them increase 

productivity. 

 

Addressing productivity improvement within Rayton required the use of the Continuous 

Improvement Model developed by CEM, and the business strategies and techniques of Rayton.  

An in depth analysis of the steps taken by the company to increase productivity using the 

structure from the model, will be discussed and analyzed.  
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Focus 

 

The first step to achieving the target, was to identify it.  The corporate vision was a useful 

tool for the senior management team but was far too broad for most supervisors and certainly too 

broad for hourly staff to pursue.  

 

As a result, an appropriate focus needed to be created for each level of the organization.  

Since Rayton packaging required adding $1.4 million dollars to the bottom line, this was a 

natural Focus for the improvement initiative.   However, this “Focus” in itself was meaningless 

to anyone below the management team since it was unlikely that they;  

1) believed that they could have an impact, and; 

2) knew what to do different in order to make an impact.   

 

As such, the focus needed to be broken down into smaller pieces.  Through facilitated 

exercises with front-line and management staff, ideas were created as to where the $1.4 million 

could be generated. 

 

 Productivity Waste Quality 

Extrusion  >25%  <1%  98% 

Printing  >25%  <3%  92% 

Wicketing  >33%  <2%  99% 

 

 Table 1: Percentage of Departmental Distribution of the Target Profit Level 
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There were reasonable grounds for picking the numbers.  These numbers would have to 

be systemically achieved for Rayton Packaging to be successful. The departments in the past had 

realized each of the productivity, waste and quality numbers, albeit for only short periods of 

time.  It is important to note that the output numbers were within the existing capability of the 

equipment and that the staff knew that they were.   

 

While there was some resistance initially to the numbers, all the department heads 

participated in the review and committed to them.  The head of the extrusion department, while 

reluctantly agreeing to a targeted 25% increase in productivity, expressed in confidence later that 

he believed he could even do better.  This manager initially resisted the change because he was 

not 100% certain he could do it.  His real concern was that he didn’t want to set himself up for 

failure.  

 

The sales manager laughed when asked what his targets were.  He indicated that filling 

the plant was the least of the organizations worries and that it could be done easily. If there was 

production capacity, he could fill it.  His only concern was that the orders be filled on time and to 

the specifications of the customer. 

 

Measure 

 

As each department became aware of what they needed to do to be successful, they 

needed to break the numbers down further.  In order for the Extrusion department to meet their 

newly established targets, it was determined what each shift would have to produce each day.  It 
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was then determined what each shift would have to produce, on average, during each hour.The 

same exercise was completed for both quality and waste and then done again for each of the 

other department. 

 

The previous numbers that were posted daily in each of the departments in regards to 

details about orders, numbers day’s late, detailed specifications and such were taken down.  This 

was done because the forms were difficult to fill out and was often ignored by the staff.  The 

boards were considered to be “boards of shame” since only negative feedback was ever 

provided. 

 

CEM suggested that all the existing boards be replaced with graphs.  The graphs were 

large and colorful.  It was a requirement of the operator to fill them out but they only contained 

data relative to the focus identified above.  By posting the results at the conclusion of each hour, 

the operators knew whether they had a good, bad or average hour.Each graph consisted of a bar 

chart, which was colored in daily with two data lines across it. The first line represented a 

baseline of last month’s performance, and the second was the target of what was required to hit 

the $1.4 million.  The operator filled in hourly data and month to date data was added later by the 

supervisor. 

 

For the first 10 days, the supervisors were prevented from providing any feedback 

whatsoever on the graphs. The only requirement of the supervisors was to ensure that the graphs 

were actually filled out.  In the event of a graph not being filled out, the supervisors would 

inform the operators that it is a mandatory part of their job.  If the graph was filled out, 
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regardless of the performance of the day, the supervisor was to stand in front of the graph, read it 

for a minute then move on.   

 

For the first couple of days the operators strongly disliked this initiative.  They resisted 

submitting the numbers particularly during hours where performance was poor.  However, within 

a few days they stopped complaining about the graphs and soon began to start pointing out good 

performance when they had it. Before the end of the first 10 days, the operators were calling over 

the supervisors to show them particularly good and poor performance numbers.  They were 

providing explanations for the poor numbers and bragging about the good. 

 

Initially the productivity improvement numbers were remarkable.  Within 10 days, 

productivity had increased, on average, by more than 6%.  At this point, CEM encouraged the 

supervisors to listen to operators and ask what they needed.  Again, CEM strongly discouraged 

any negative feedback on poor performance.  The intent was not to have the operators feel that 

they were “digging their own grave” by posting bad numbers.  Regardless, there was very little 

to get disappointed about, as the overall trend had increased remarkably.  Even the poor days 

were starting to look better than the good days of just a couple of weeks previous. Within three 

weeks, the numbers were up by 14%. 

 

This was the start of a long iterative process.  Discussions between the operators and 

supervisors were based on objective data from the day before.  All initiatives were based on the 

expectation of how it would improve the numbers.  Operators in all three departments began to 

consistently hit the numbers required to add $1.4 million to the bottom line. When asked what 
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they were doing different to achieve the numbers, the operators didn’t have much of an 

explanation.  Things were “just working better” than they had before even though no one had 

identified a “home run” idea.  After 9 weeks into the program Rayton began to hit the 

performance targets required to add $1.4 million to the bottom line. 

 

 Experience has taught that this kind of change in performance can be completely 

explained by the increased attention of the operators.  Operators tend to begin to “watch” what 

they are doing and become curious as to the outcome of their performance score.  They then 

begin to make hundreds of easy decisions, each focused to improving their score. 

 

Communicate 

 

Many performance management programs end at measure.  The companies, stunned at 

the results, and satisfied at the progress, foolishly end the initiative.  Indeed it is common to get 

10% improvements in productivity with just the previous two steps.  Most companies are thrilled 

with a 10% improvement in productivity and associated waste and quality measures. 

 

 At Rayton, the supervisor for the Wicketing department began to place “Happy face” 

stickers on the top of bar graphs showing good performance and placed “turtles” on the tops of 

graphs with poor performance.  While it sounds ridiculous, there was great pride in getting a 

happy face. By this time the Wicketing department was out performing the other two 

departments and racing through their backlog. The Wicketing department, ahead of the others, 

was averaging a 40% increase in productivity. Suddenly one day production began to fall off.  
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The supervisor purchased a helium inflatable turtle and hung it in her department.  Still there was 

very little movement back to performance levels of just a few days earlier.  There was no clear 

explanation as to why.  The supervisor organized a special production meeting and learned that 

the staff was worried about being laid off if they ran out of work.  While they didn’t say so 

implicitly, it was clear that they were slowing down so that they could avoid the situation.  The 

supervisor assured them that they would not be laid off and immediately began to develop an 

action plan of what they could do in the event they ran out of work.  That very afternoon 

production picked up and exceeded previous levels.  Within a couple of days they had cleared 

their backlog and ran out of work. 

  

When the last bag came off the line, the supervisor turned off the lights in her department 

and declared an unscheduled break.  She brought in carrot cake to celebrate that they had no 

backlog for the first time in their history.  They reveled in their celebration.  After 30 minutes or 

so, they completed a “no backlog action plan”.  It included, practicing set-ups of tough products, 

formal problem solving quality issues, cleaning up, organizing and rearranging their work area, 

painting, review and disposal of old/poor inventory etc.  Their first action however, was to carry 

the large helium filled “Turtle” to the printing department.  Indeed, printing was now the 

bottleneck of the organization. 

 

 The printing department was always a tight knit group of tradesmen who worked closely 

together, spent time together off shift, and shared coffee and lunch breaks.  As a consequence, 

the printing department stopped the presses when it was time for any break.  Each start and stop 

caused quality issues and inevitability led to waste.  Often the department delayed starting a 
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machine because they knew that once it was lined out they would only have to stop it again for 

the coming break.  The department staff and management were both entrenched around the issue 

and it was a growing sore point for both.  The printing department wanted to have common 

breaks but management was frustrated by seeing the printing press finally lined out only to be 

shut down for a coffee break. 

 

 The Printing department was very surprised to see the Turtle arrive in their department.  

After all, they had made significant improvements.  In any case, not long after the Turtle arrived, 

the printing department posted a record production day.  There were two immediate outcomes.  

Firstly, the Turtle was moved to the extrusion department and secondly, the 2nd shift couldn’t 

understand how the 1st shift got the results and the subsequent recognition.  In order to 

outperform the 1st shift, the operator’s themselves decided to run through coffee breaks and 

lunch.  That day they made another production record.  No one ever talked about their decision 

to run through breaks.  From that point onwards, the printing department staff took staggered 

coffee and lunch breaks in order to ensure that the printer would never sit idle.  Nothing was said 

or done from management; but it instantly became the new culture.  The operators themselves 

initiated, owned, and managed the change. 

 

 With the “Turtle” moved to the extrusion department, they wanted to do whatever it took 

to be rid of it. Each crew in the extrusion department consisted of four employees.  The fourth 

crewmember was typically the most junior and did the least sought after jobs.  They had to “do 

their time” before becoming a “full” member of the crew. The 4th member was treated poorly by 

the other members. At the time of this case, there was a severe shortage of manpower in Calgary 
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and consequently the 4th position was chronically empty as they left Rayton to find a better 

position.  Human Resources at Rayton was frustrated by the high turnover and was having 

increasing difficulty finding suitable and willing people to fill that position. 

 

 A few days after the Turtle arrived in the Extrusion department, the President was touring 

his facility.  When he was reviewing the graphs on the wall, one of the crew leaders approached 

him said it was unfair that they had the Turtle because he was understaffed.  The crew leader 

declared that he could not reach the production levels required to rid himself of the turtle until 

Rayton provided him with a full crew.   

 

The President reminded the operator that he had supplied six different people for that 

position in the last 6 months but not one of them chose to stay. The President asked the crew if 

they had any suggestions.  The next day the crew leader said that his nephew was looking for 

work and asked if Rayton would employ him for the 4th position on their crew.  This time the 

person stayed. They trained him properly, and shared in the unpleasant tasks associated with the 

position. They even invited him to join them on coffee breaks, the crew themselves made the 

position tenable. 

 

 At this point all three departments were exceeding the management targets and Rayton 

beyond the $1.4 million required the annualized financial impact.  The process in itself was still 

not sustainable but the rate of improvement did not slow down. 

 



30 
 

 To assist in creating sustainability, a Business Review was held.  A Business Review is a 

meeting where the operators themselves stand-up in front of the management team to present 

their performance results. Since many front line staff were uncomfortable with making 

presentations, there was a need to coach and guide them.  CEM had them present data on where 

they were performing, compared to the baseline and the target.  CEM also asked them to predict 

where they thought they would be and what would be required to get there. 

 

  All kinds of action plans, each developed by the operator, were offered.  One woman 

demonstrated how she could reduce waste by almost $100,000 by moving a photo eye.  A 

gentleman from the print shop explained how much money they saved by shifting coffee breaks 

and having the machine run through.  Another operator suggested an upgraded air ring for the 

extruder.  This idea was shut down because of the capital cost.  Dozens of ideas like these were 

offered and most ideas were encouraged.   

 

 Because the operators stood up and presented their ideas to their supervisor’s supervisor, 

they felt accountable to deliver the results.  Over the next few weeks, hundreds of innovative 

ideas were tried, tested, modified and implemented.  Production continued to rise.  For the first 

time, it appeared as though production may outstrip sales. 

 

 In spite of the capital cost, the operator, who thought that the new air ring would be 

helpful, contacted the air ring supplier and arranged a free test - over a weekend - with free 

technical support and resources from the vendor.  As soon as the management team left on 

Friday night he brought in the ring, lined it out, tested, and took it back out on Sunday night.  On 
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Monday morning, it was clear that the extrusion department had realized a record weekend.  The 

operator confessed to his actions and the results showed that it was prudent for Rayton to 

purchase the new air ring.  

 

By now, all the departments had far exceeded their initial targets around quality, 

productivity and waste.  Production was catching up to sales and the backlog of work through the 

facility began to shrink considerably.  In a sales meeting at that time, the sales manager began 

urging his staff to call their customers and ask for more work.  It was clear he was becoming 

concerned that he could not properly fill the facility with orders. 

 

Innovative and Implementation 

 

 Despite having exceeded the performance targets of the business, everyone felt there was 

still room to grow.  A 16-year veteran of the business indicated that for the first time in her 

career at Rayton, she actually enjoyed going to work and solving work related problems. There 

were, however, larger problems at Rayton that could not be solved by individuals.  The work 

teams were put together to solve specific issues.  Cross-functional teams were formed to solve 

systemic issues.  A method needed to be developed to expedite sample orders through the facility 

without upsetting the flow.  As the sales department began to scavenge for more work, there 

were demands on production to produce extremely small sample sizes for the potential customers 

to trial. These sample orders were disrupting flow through the process, increasing waste and not 

yet delivering the samples to the client as quickly as sales would have liked. 
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 An operator-led team identified a unique process to flag sample work throughout the 

plant.  Literally using flags and tags, each employee began to understand the priorities of the 

facility without having to neither publish an updated schedule nor excessively disrupt lined-out 

machines.  As a result, samples and test runs could be returned to the client in record times 

giving the sales force a competitive advantage.  In one instance, an operator seeing that a 

colleague was not acting on a Red Flag item (thus identified as an expedited item) climbed on 

top of his machine and shouted to the operator.  While climbing on top his machine was a clear 

violation of the safety protocols of the operation, and corrective action had to be taken, a front 

line operator was communicating to his colleagues about process and urgency with a passion that 

few supervisors can muster.  Leadership of the day to day operations was transferring to the front 

line staff themselves. 

 

 Each cross-functional team was lead by an hourly employee with a passion for the 

problem he/she wished to solve.  The employee was coached by the consulting firm in the 

necessary team leadership skills.  Passion and task knowledge has proven to be a better indicator 

of success than formal training in the conventional problem solving skill set.   As such, coaching 

on the traditional skills only came into play on a “need to know basis”, and then only based on 

the culture of the client.   

 

 As the months rolled by, most teams realized extraordinary results.   The next board of 

directors meeting was held in the facility.  The hourly team leads were invited to present their 

results directly to the board.  While most of the leads were extremely nervous before the event, 

they all came out even more impassioned and loyal to the business than ever before. While it 
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wasn’t planned, many of the team members themselves went with their team leader to the 

meeting to offer support.  They waited outside the meeting room.  When their team leader came 

out they were anxious to learn what the board had said about their team.  All the teams went out 

that night and continued to celebrate their achievements. 

 

 A few months after the first teams began to solve the systemic problems, the Turtle was 

moved to sales where it stayed for the duration of the project. 

 

Evaluate 

 

 After eight months there was a need for another strategic planning meeting.  It was 

crystal clear that the bottleneck of the operation was sales and would not be resolved quickly.   

While the initiatives underway would continue, the same process was started in the sales 

department.  The inflatable Turtle had found a permanent home in the sales office, despite sales 

best efforts, they could not ramp up business quickly enough. Over time the Turtle had to come 

down. 

 

 A few years earlier Rayton had began to broker some simple plastic bags from China.  It 

was believed that Rayton just couldn’t produce the standard bags cheap enough to compete with 

China’s cost structure.  Now, with the spare capacity in the local plant, it was economically 

advantageous for Rayton to produce those bags in their own facility.  It was good to see 

outsourced manufacturing brought back to the plant. 
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 Without production as a bottleneck, the Focus for Production had to change.  While 

productivity was still measured, speed became less important as costs. The speed measure were 

replaced with $/lb.  Within days costs started to drop.  A fundamental change in operational 

strategy had been identified, communicated, and acted upon in less than 1 week.  

   

 In fact, operational strategies can be changed in a matter of hours once staff expects to be 

evaluated on the measure of the day.  Culture change is not difficult if staff understand the 

objective data upon which they are going to be evaluated and rewarded. 

 

Since the business environment is dynamic, and measures, by their very nature, are fairly 

static, a review of each measure needed to take place at regular intervals.   The process was often 

quick and easy, particularly when the business had a sound business plan that it was executing to.  

Regardless, reviewing the set of measures and asking whether they were still relevant to the 

business was important.  This review of the core measures took place at least once per quarter 

and immediately following a Business Review.  There were two questions that needed to be 

answered: 

1) Is the measure still relevant for the business environment today, and;  

2) Has an appropriate level of sustainable performance been reached and therefore does 

the measure need to be replaced with the next one on the priority list? 
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Leadership 

 

 CEM believes that people prefer to be led rather than managed.  The very term 

“manager” denotes a paternalistic relationship where the hierarchy of the organization suggests 

that those higher in the organization have better knowledge of operational excellence than those 

that are working on the floor.  CEM believes that different positions in the hierarchy have access 

to different information and should therefore make decisions within their area of expertise. 

 

 Leadership is more global in nature.  We look for a world leader, not a world manager.  

We all enjoy an effective mentor, one that can lead us to greatness.  It is this definition of 

leadership that CEM uses in its model.  The role of the leader is to facilitate results, to mentor 

their staff and turn them into stars.   Supervisors should forget the terms of structure, control, and 

supervise.   

 

 People wish to perform and contribute.  The job of the leader is to allow this natural 

condition to take place.  The CEM model facilitates the procedure by removing obstacles and 

letting the individual shine within their sphere of influence.  Upon seeing the quick results; most 

supervisors quickly adapt the process.  Leadership penetrates each step of the model.  The 

leaders’ explicit goal is to work their staff through the steps.    
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CONCLUSION 

 

 The President told of spending his days walking through the facility trying to plug holes 

in his business.  “It was like trying to plug holes in a sieve with each drip representing $100 of 

lost value.  Before the project I could not have spent two hours talking with you, I didn’t have 

time”.   He went on to say that when he finally plugged a hole, often it would unplug soon 

thereafter.  Now, he said, his entire staff is plugging holes, and when they plug a hole it stays 

plugged, forever. 

 

 By using a behavioral based model, superior business results are a natural outcome of 

staff engaging themselves in personal improvement.  Like individuals trying to improve their 

golf score on each round they play, employee’s try to improve their work performance during 

each data point.  Work becomes fun and recognition is as common place as we see it in a sports 

arena.    

 

 There are a few limitations of the model.  The first, and likely the cause that has 

prevented its wide-spread adoption, is the difficulty faced by leaders when they first try to 

introduce it.  Most employee’s, at some time in their career, have been denigrated after posting 

poor results.  It is much safer and easier for them to avoid the collection and posting of data in 

the first place.   It may take a concerted effort and dedicated supervisory staff, to overcome 

initial resistance.  The period of resistance is likely to last only a few days if appropriate 

feedback on performance is provided.   Training in the entire model should be provided before 

this kind of initiative is started. Secondly, most organizations believe that they are already 
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applying the model, or many parts of it.  In variably, on closer inspection, they are not.  

Typically we see that the Focus is unclear.  This can be tested when asking any frontline 

employee “What does a good day look like?”  If they can’t answer that question with empirical 

objective data, then they do not have a clear focus.  Companies have not successfully applied the 

model if front line staff don’t collect post and present their data to their supervisors.   

  

The most common mistake CEM sees in the application of the model is using the wrong 

resolution of measures.  Measures and targets are often so broad that no single employee feels 

like they can impact it. Alternatively, CEM has seen data collection so detailed that it all 

becomes meaningless.  Effective measures are meaningful, present a clear line to the Focus, and 

are well in the sphere of control of the employee. Organizations using the CEM model can 

expect a step change in business results.  The model is based on a scientifically supported human 

behavior model and will deliver results if properly implemented.  Appropriate implementation 

includes the transferring of the requisite skill set to the existing leadership in the organization. 
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