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From CHAPTER ONE

The Continually Renewing Phoenix:
The Herald of Revivolution


HEAVY HUMAN TRAFFIC: SEARCHING TO BE SOMETHING AND SOMEBODY

Once More, with Feeling: Rewind, Playback, Pump Up the Volume

It is dark—well past our 7:00 p.m. dinnertime—by the time I slip into my car to make my way home after another twelve-hour day. "This is Thursday, isn't it?" I ask myself. "No, it's only Wednesday." The days all run together. "It's been seven months since I signed on as plant manager. I've been hard at it, seven days a week, twelve hours a day. And what do I have to show for it?

"Why is this plant so tough to move?" I ask myself. The boss told me it was in bad shape, and everyone else seemed to agree. But it's been like moving through molasses. Everything is harder, takes longer, and gets less than enthusiastic execution. People smile a lot and agree in meetings, and then go back and do it the same old way.

I review today's events. I walk through the plant on my way in. The housekeeping is still poor, a sure sign of low morale. The on-time shipment chart that I insisted on is three days behind. "A good example of foot dragging when the boss insists upon something," I tell myself. I pass lots of people hard at work making parts. These are good people looking for good leadership.

I'm ten minutes late for my 8:00 a.m. operations meeting. The knot tightens in my stomach when I tune into the conversation. It's about our production planning system. Haven't we settled this issue already? It seems to me we've been talking about this topic forever. Everyone agrees about what we have to do. We just can't get on with doing it.

The second half of the meeting consists of each production line head presenting their three-year plans. The first one is a disaster. I wait for others to speak up—having learned early in my career that I need to speak last to maximize the input from the group. Thirty agonizing minutes later we're still doing the corporate minuet. I ask a few sharp questions and others pick up the scent. "With some prompting these people are really good," I think. "How do I get them to prompt themselves?"

But the real issues don't ever get addressed. We're falling further and further behind in our manufacturing technology base. We tried a lean manufacturing approach and scrapped it before I came. Inventory is sky-high and the financial folks are screaming that we need to cut it in half. Whenever I mention the inventory concerns everyone just shrugs their shoulders and says, "It can't be done." Employee turnover is the highest in our industry. We're just not doing the right things to get and keep a high-quality workforce. I know these issues will get worse as the competition closes in on us. I just can't get anyone else to be concerned. The knot in my stomach tightens still more.

Beginning with a working brown bag lunch, my afternoon is bumper-to-bumper meetings. I spend one hour with the production staff of our chief component supplier and our own executive staff. Then I spend another hour with just the plant manager of that supplier. We go round and round the same issues. Talk seems to be the currency of choice in his organization and mine—not action. Neither of us can get our people to face up to the serious issues confronting us.

Several managers drop by to discuss personnel issues. These conversations go well, but again, we tend to talk more than do. We've been talking about replacing one of the production line heads—the one who made such a poor presentation this morning—for almost five months.

My shoulders hurt. The pain in my lower back won't quit. And the knot in my stomach is a constant companion. Home is a safe haven. Hovering in the foyer is the savory aroma of dinner. I hear the kids arguing down the hall as a DJ babbles vacuously. My wife is talking on the phone as I enter the kitchen. Still in her company attire, she uses her free hand to take a dish from the microwave—waving at me with a smile. Things seem intact. No paramedics. No police. All is well. I thumb through the mail, nothing serious there, then pitch right in to move dinner along: set the table, round up the kids, help my wife get the food on the table and watch the minutes spin by.

Several roller-coaster conversations and verbal exchanges later, I have dined, relaxed, pontificated, warned and even apologized. I shake my head and ask myself, "Have I really done enough today?" Still, tomorrow is another day.

"Nuts," I think to myself. "Got to review those policy changes before I hit the hay." I wave good-night to the family as I trundle off to the den for what has become my daily after-dinner work session.


