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MANAGE ME NT / After spending billions of dol lar s to adopt Japanese manufacturing ideas,

so me U.S. firms are fin ding they don’t tra vel wel l

Ja pane se technique s lose shine in U.S.
BY AMAL KUMAR NAJ

The Wall Str eet Journal

Some Ame rican manufacture rs are dis card-
ing bil lio ns of dol lars of inv est ment they
ma de in the 1980s to ado pt Ja pan es e ma n u-
factur ing idea s.

They hav en’t decid ed that the Jap anese sys -
tems don’t wor k. Rat her, they realize that
so m e of those sys tems, howeve r us eful in lift-
ing produ ctivity in Jap an, hav en’t achieve d
mu ch in their own pla n t s.

Fe der al-Mogul Corp., decid ing that auto-
mation had gon e too far, has rem ove d mu ch
of the fanc y equipment at an auto par ts
plant, and Gener al Motors Cor p. is now
rely ing more heavi ly on "people powe r".

Whirlpool Cor p. ha s soure d on Jap anese -
style "qu ali ty circle s" as a  means of tap ping
em p l oye e id e as, and Gener al Ele c tric Co.
and Corning Inc. have tur ned to other ways
of tap ping emplo yee idea s. Losing fav o ur at
so m e co mpanies is the Jap anese "ju s t-in-
time" sys tem of mim im izi ng inve n t ory by
havi ng sup pli ers deliv er par ts only as needed .

"We’re rele arning manufactur ing," said John
We lch , GE’s chair man.

No t all U.S. companies have flou nde red in
im itating the Jap anese met hods, of cou rse.
Ch rysler Corp., for ins tanc e, att rib u t es its
re c ent success partly to copyi ng Ho nda
Mo tor Co.’s ap proach to produ ct dev elo p-
ment.

Bu t thes e co mpanies are in the mino rity.
The cur rent effor t to redesig n signific a n t ar-
ea s of the manufactur ing landscape reflects
a stunning adm issio n of failu r e. Nearly 10
ye ars after rushing to copy the Jap anese,
ma ny Ame rican companies have faile d to
duplicate, let alon e surpass, their efficie n cy.

The Ame ricans were hampere d by cultur al
differenc es and, they acknowledge, by mis ap-
plication of what they saw in Jap anese pla n t s.

The upshot has been paltr y ga ins in rela-
tion to the $800 -bil lio n (U. S.) in capit al in-
ve s tment and the estim ated $150-bil lio n in
wo rke r train ing Ame rican manufacture rs
spent in the past decade to implem e n t Ja pa-
nese idea s.

One rea son is that U.S. companies went
ov erboard in copyi ng Jap anese automation.
Fe deral-Mog ul, for ins tanc e, mis takenly sur-
mise d that the Jap anese got a maj or cos t ad -
vant age from computers, robots and othe r
au tomat e d equipment. The company re-
vamped its Lanca ster, Pa., auto par ts pla n t
in 1987 wit h st ate -of-the -ar t au tomation –
and wit h id e as impor ted fr om Jap an.

Bu t befo re long, Federal-Mog ul, base d in
Southfield, Mich., fou nd that alt hou gh the
plant tur ned out par ts much faster than be-
fo re, it cou ldn’t shift gears qui ckly.

Abou t a year ago, Federal-Mog ul re-
vamped the pla n t ag ain. Out went the ro-
bots, mos t production -li ne computers, the
ov erhea d conv eye r belt s that car rie d semi-
fin ishe d parts along the produ ction lin e,
and "au tomat e d guid ed veh icle s." The pla n t,
which assemb les 1,800 different par ts, now
produces three tim e s as many different vari-
etie s as before in the same amou nt of tim e.

Also goi ng out of style in the United
St ates are "qu ali ty circle s ," in whi c h wo rke rs
dr um up idea s to tweak the produ ction pro -
cess to improve quali ty. Kev in Cooney, a
divi sio n vi ce-presid e n t with Whi rlpool,
which is base d in Benton Harbor, Mich., re-
called how, a decade or so ago, he was en-
amou r ed of the idea that "the sugge s tion s
fr om wor kers were drivi ng quali ty in Jap an."

No w, the company has abandone d qu ali ty
ci r cle s. Mr. Cooney said meetings weren’t
sufficie n tly focus ed, and the workers didn’t
un d erstand the obj ectiv e. They ende d up
discus sing a lot of "tang entia l" issues, inclu d-
ing "the col our of paint in the rest room," Mr.
Cooney said.

Inst ea d, Whi rlpool ins tituted "ga in-sharing "
plans, unde r which emplo yees par ticip ate in
savi ngs res ulting from quali ty improve ments.

GE, base d in Fair fiel d, Conn., fou nd the Ja-
panese sys tem too rig id and narrow for fre e-
wheeli ng Ame rican workers. In some cases
it has replaced them wit h a sys tem called
Wo rk- Out, unde r which workers and man-
ag ers periodically meet in a fre ewheeli ng
town hall-type atmosphere desig ned to en-
cour age wor kers to offer radically new idea s.

So what’s the rig ht ble n d of technol ogy and
"people powe r" in the United States?

Corning, base d in Cor ning, N.Y ., thinks it
ha s fo und one. In a 1989 ref u rbis hing of a
Bl ack sburg, Va., pla n t that makes ceramics
fo r cataly tic conve rters, it ins tituted "a peo -
ple sys tem" focusing on job satisfactio n.

The company had copie d Ja pan’s ext ensiv e
au tomation but fou nd that it sap ped em-
plo yee motiv ation.

Studyi ng how to avo id that problem , Cor-
ning exe cutiv es came upon a Proct e r & Gam -
ble Co. liquid-deter gent pla n t in Lim a, Ohio,
that is "v irtually run by wor kers," he said.

Corning ado pt e d si milar procedure s: it let
any of the 200 wor kers sig n a pur c h ase or-
de r, up to $500, wit hou t au t hor ization; eli mi-
nated tim e cl ock s; cre ated only one job
cl assific ation, wit h on e ma n age r fo r 60 em-
plo yees; and train ed each emplo yee to han-
dle as many as 15 different jobs.
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