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Those wit h de sig ns on succe ss
may hav e to change the ir style

It was an arresting lea d: "Sales of impor ted cars, especia l ly Jap ans e
cars, ran wil d in Oct ober, while those of the Nor th Amer ican car
ma kers took a bruising tumble." Lat e r in this news sto ry, whi c h ap -
peared in Re por t on Busin ess on Nov. 4, repor ter Ken Romain wrote,
"t here appears to be no accou nting for the sales splur ge by the im-
ports." Rea de rs must have muttered, "Have n’t you seen the new Ja-
panese cars?"

In 1989, Cana dian car sales by Gen eral Moto rs, Ford and Chr ysler
we re dow n by 9 per cent from 1988. Sales of foreign cars were up
by 1 per cent, wit h the maj or Jap anese companies far ahea d. Hon d a
wa s up 13 per cent, Toyot a 10 per cent and Suzuki 11 per cent. Nis san
wa s down 6 per cent for the year, but up 3 per cent in December,
probably reflecting the popularity of its brave new model s . (Mazda
and Subar u we re dow n fo r the whole year.)

Why do Jap anese cars fare so wel l in the marke t? Cons ume rs are
att r act e d by the quali ty of impor ts, but als o by their con cep tio n –
thei r design – eve n at premium prices. In dis cus sing busin ess, we
too often confin e ou rselves to exe cutiv es and manage rs. In large
mea s ure, the war between Nor th Amer ica and Jap an ove r cars is a
war among desig ners. Desig n is the software that makes the hard -
ware sel l.

Almos t 10 years ago, United Auto Wor kers pre sid e n t Dougla s Fra-
se r ex pla ine d to a Det roit audie n ce why he oppos ed impor t quot as
on cars to protect his own union members. He argue d that his
wo rke rs’ long-ter m se cur ity depende d on U.S. auto companies get-
ting the produ ct rig ht. He cla ime d that only falling profit s and angr y
sh areholde rs cou ld win the att entio n of bov ine Det roit automakers.
So Mr. Frase r did not sup por t im por t quot as.

What hap pen ed? Gen eral Moto rs’ share of the U.S. car marke t
fe ll from 57 per cent in 1978 to 35 per cent in 1987 – a stagg ering
collapse of for tun es. Among the Big Three, Ford eme rge d with the
best desig ns and quali ty, lowe s t product cos t s and hig hest profit s on
im prove d sales, but impor ts won the deca de.

A study by the U.S. con sul t i ng firm Harbour and Associat es Inc.
says Ford emplo ys an ave r age of 3.36 wor kers per car per day, com-
pare d with Chrysler at 4.38 and Gen eral Moto rs at 4.99. This ,

among other things, leave s Fo r d with a profit of $591 (U. S.) per
ve hicle assemb led in Nor th Amer ica, compare d with $228 for Chrys-
le r and only $47 for GM. Good fo r Fo r d, but Jap anese operation s
in Nor th Amer ica requi red only 2.7 5 wo rke rs per car per day.

Un d er Chair man Rog er Smith (the off-stage star of the wit ty cur-
re n t film Roger and Me), Gen eral Moto rs spent an ave r age of
$6 -bil lio n annu ally in the 1980s to automat e it s plants and desig n
new cars. But GM’s produ ctivity is poor, and eve n it s spor tie r new
models stil l ex h ibit tou ches of plu sh and gli tz that det e r ma ny con su-
me rs. The aur a of another era linge rs in the mus cula ture and wood -
gr ain ven eer of too many GM cars.

The impor tanc e of desig n in manufactur ing is stil l not unde rstood
in Nor th Amer ica . We seek out Itali an lamps, Jap anese telev isi on
sets, West Ger man suits, Swe dis h bookcases and Britis h st e reos, in
part becau se they are so est heti c a l ly ple asi ng. Throw in the proba -
bility that they are better made and more profit able than their Nor th
Amer ican equ ivalents and the pre dicament of our manufacture rs is
ap parent.

This week in Toron t o, haberdashe r Harry Ros en mus ed about
challenge s faci ng ret ailers in the 1990s. He criti cized the tradit ion a l
syst em in whi c h ma n ufacture rs cre ate produ cts they must sel l to re-
tailers who, in tur n, must cou rt and spark con sum ers. It is the ret ail-
ers who have daily con tact wit h the pub lic, and the best infor ma-
tion on their prefe renc es. Cit i ng the success of Ralph Lore n’s Pol o
li ne, Mr. Ros en says , "They’re shrewd obs ervers of con tem porary
li fe. When they want a produ ct, they take it to the manufacture r", not
the other way aroun d. Har r y Ro sen does the same, and his busin ess
is exp anding – not the othe r way aroun d.

It is a cli c h é to say that we liv e in the infor mation age, but what
does that mean in practic e? Wel l, desig n consis t s of not hing but in -
fo rmation. The more infor mation con sum ers hav e, the more impor-
tanc e they place on desig n. The les s ou r ma n ufacture rs realize this ,
the more they are likely to end up sharing a "bruising tumble" wit h
the Big Three. Desig n ing women and desig n ing men shoul d be the
hot busin ess pro per tie s in the 1990s, insin uating knowledge into
things that the refore succeed .

The article EM9002 reprint e d abov e is use d in Fig ure 11. 2a of the STAT 221 Cou rse Mat e ria ls.

1995 -04 -20


