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TOP 6 LIST

Critical Management Issues

rom September 1995 through
September 1996, Management
Methods, Inc. conducted a survey
of critical management and work-
place issues. Executives and
managers from various manufac-
turing sectors were asked to list the top
three issues facing their businesses.
Approximately 1,062 people were given
the opportunity to respond, and 231
responses were received from managers
all across the U.S, many of whom were
National Precast Concrete Association
(NPCA) members.
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Survey Demaographics: 231 total responses; USA; Manufacturing.
Source: Management Methods, Inc., Decatur, AL 1996.

Figure 1. With a 22 percent response rate and

the broad geographic coverage, the data is
sufficient to draw significant conclusions
about the issues facing manufacturing
today. Figure 1 shows the results by
category, and Figure 2 shows the sub-
categories included in each of the top six
categories.
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Surprisingly, quality and productivity are no longer the top

: issues. According to this survey, quality and productivity have

¢ dropped in perceived importance in the past few years. Why?
Perhaps, as one senior executive said, “Without quality and
productivity we aren’t even in the ball game anymore. It's just a
i given to do business today!

The top concerns are now “people-related issues” This is simi-

 lar to results seen in the mid-1970's on some surveys. However,
i let's consider two current facts that affect manufacturing today:
i 1) the downsizing of the past few years, and; 2) nearly full

: employment in some areas of the country.

As one executive said, "Not only do we have to consider

: our people more today, we also have to be careful to let them
: know we are concerned about their future with our company”

Perhaps this reflects the importance of rebuilding loyalty in the
workplace. Enough of the overview, let's discuss each of the
six critical issues and what managers can do about them.

1. PEOPLE

Finding and keeping good people, pay and benefits, and safety
and health are all included in “people” issues. What are the keys
to finding and keeping good people? First, the reputation of the
company is important because most jobs today are filled by
“word of mouth” as opposed to advertising. This means that if
you have a workplace that people are proud of, they will recom-
mend their friends to your company. Also, a solid reputation as
a people-oriented workplace will attract top quality applicants for
your open positions. The hard part of this equation is in keeping
good people. This requires, at a minimum, that you treat people
with dignity and respect, define and communicate expectations
to each employee, provide opportunities for growth and develop-
ment, and allow employees flexibility in work assignments
wherever possible.

It's also important to involve employee’s families as much as
possible. One easy way to do this is to mail letters home about

i an employee's accomplishments and/or company news that’s of a
i positive nature. Remember, the family usually only hears about
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the negative, so management must take responsibility for seeing
that the positive is also communicated. But, when all is said and
done, the most important thing we can do to keep good people
is to work everyday at building and maintaining trust at all lev-
els in the organization.

Pay and benefits are the second most important area of con-
cern in this category. In today’s world of high costs and global
competition, the cost of benefits can easily get “out of hand" If
not carefully assessed each year, the labor and benefit costs can
create long-term problems for both employees and organiza-
tions. What can be done? First, know what similar jobs in your
area provide in pay and benefits. Second, evaluate each person
for their contribution to company results and wherever possible
tie compensation to performance. Third, evaluate benefits care-
fully. Some companies today are successfully providing addition-
al benefits at no cost to the company by providing the employ-
ees an opportunity to participate in a voluntary benefits plan at
very competitive rates through a simple payroll deduction
process. While this is similar to the “cafeteria plan” approach, it
builds on the concept by allowing employee families to partici-
pate as well.

Another approach is to have an outside firm review all your

benefits and in some cases actually pro-
vide complete benefits administration ser-
vices. Cost and competition are still the
driving forces for change! Of course, be
sure you communicate with employees
about the pay and benefits that are pro-
vided, so they understand exactly where
they fit and what you're doing to meet
their needs.

The third concerp in this category is
the safety and health of employees. Of
course, this category has a direct effect on
several other areas: keeping good people,
worker’s comp costs, and regulatory
agency issues. What can we do to improve
safety and health?

1. Be sure all managers, supervisors and
employees understand the importance of
safety and health.

2. Assign safety responsibilities to the
manufacturing (or “line”) operations.

3. Provide safety and health training as
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a part of new employee orientation and as
a part of ongoing training.

It's amazing at the number of companies
who don't routinely hold safety meetings
with a planned agenda for each month or
quarter and who fail to document these
meetings. This is the minimum! Of course,
whenever there is an accident there
should be a thorough investigation, the
root cause determined and corrective
actions taken. (All of this fits quite nicely
with the ISO quality management system,
even though ISO is not a safety standard.)
NPCA’ Safety Program Manual is an excel-
lent resource to help management outline
an effective safety program.

S1X CRITICAL. MANAGEMENT ISSUES

1. PEOPLE ISSUES

3. GOVERNMENT

+ Environmental

+ EEOC/diversity

« Safety and health
+ General, i.e.

cost, compliance

+ Finding and keeping good MANAGEMENT
people » General concepts and practices
+ Pay and benefits » “Quick Fix" mentality
» Safety and health + Lack of goals
+ Lack of long-term focus
2. COST AND
COMPETITION
+ Profitability " 5. CHANGE AND
+ Reducing internal costs TECHNOLOGY
« Market share * Job skills
+ Global competition * Processes
» Managing growth * Technology
+ Organization
» Growth

REGULATIONS

local regulations - state,
provincial, federal complexity,

4. LEADERSHIP AND

+ Downsizing
+ Communications

6. QUALITY AND
PRODUCTIVITY

+ Customer satisfaction

« Customer service

* Continuous improvement

+ Communicating with customer

Figure 2

2. GOST AND COMPETITION

Issues of profitability, reducing internal
costs, market share, global competition
and managing growth are included in this
category. Profitability is the driving force
and must be so, or else there is no compa-
ny. However, many employees don't relate
too well when they read of executive
bonuses even when the company isn't

profitable! Employees need to understand the importance of
profits, so take time to educate them if necessary. Also, when
profitability is understood, it's easier to make chanves in the
organization. Some organizations review operating “division P&Ls
monthly, and focus on corrective action to improve problem
areas while reinforcing the positive areas. Other organizations
have used P&L reviews as “blood-lettings” and attempts to
"manage history” Use the data for action, not to review

history and place blame.

Reducing internal costs continues to be a challenge. While
most profitable organizations have been reducing costs over the
past few years, some have still not categorized internal costs and
developed definitive corrective actions. Knowing the costs
associated with the major categories of waste will help managers
continue to reduce costs. Peter Drucker, the management
scholar, says that companies need to evaluate everything they
do every three years, because some things become high-cost
items that are really no longer necessary. Cost will always be a
challenge, so management must have a plan to deal with ways
to reduce internal costs. As a first-grade teacher said, “Never
let it rest”

Maintaining and growing market share in the face of global
competition is becoming more of an issue today than ever
before. Recently, a processing equipment Sales person said, “In
my top accounts, I've already sold them every product line we
represent, and my challenge is to maintain that share and not let
the competition get in the door” This really cuts to the heart of
the issue. Know your customers and competition to maintain
and grow market share. Managers cannot assume that “just
because we have a certain market share, we'll keep it Work at
knowing the market, customers and competition.

Global competition is closely tied to market share issues. The
president of a specialty chemical company expressed his con-
cern that a non-U.S. manufacturer is entering a market his com-
pany has been in for years and would probably become a major
player “overnight” by driving costs way down. Well, what's to be
done? First, know the competition and know what you can pro-
vide your customers. Of course, this is based on the assumption
that you're already committed to providing the maximum in
customer service. It's important that managers not focus so
much on competition that they fail to execute properly
internally and with customers. Generally it is best to focus on
doing it better, faster and cheaper while staying in close touch
with customers.

Managing growth is again surfacing as an issue. After a decade
of dealing with downsizing, it’s refreshing to be discussing issues
related to managing growth. Managing growth requires that we
attract and keep good people, know the marketplace, plan for the
necessary financial resources, develop a comprehensive strategic
and operating plan and stay focused. When times are “good” it's
often tempting to go after every opportunity, thus the need to
stay focused on our goals and plans.
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