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operators having a little book of settings
in their back pocket.”‘Sustain’ is the
final step and is a method of
maintaining the progress that has been
made. It is also subject to scrutiny at
regular PFB performance reviews.

The ball hasn’t stopped rolling.The
company is part of the Northern Foods
group; there has been a lot of credence
from within the group regarding PFB’s
efforts.“It’s difficult to say exactly how
much STEPS has achieved in terms of
cost savings,” says Perks.“Everything has
been simplified and all items have a
home, but how much does that equate
to in time saved not looking for things?
In visual terms the whole production

area has been totally transformed, it is
such a better area in which to work
now – and our accident rate has
decreased significantly.”

Quayle agrees that it is tricky to
attribute direct gains to a programme
based purely on organisation.“The
areas are more efficient,” he says.“You
can see the improvement in the way
that things are marked out and
identified. It is difficult to attribute
savings directly to STEPS but if a
workplace is organised there will be
benefits. Once an area is sorted,
operators become more critical – they
don’t accept waste. For instance, if
someone works in an untidy area they

don’t worry about throwing something
down. Environment affects behaviour –
once something like STEPS is started it
gains its own momentum. It breaks
down barriers and people begin to
work together better.”

Were there any dissenters at PFB?
“Yes, there is always a small minority,”
admits Quayle,“So we work with the
ones that do want to take part and
slowly but surely the small group at the
back gets smaller. Initial fear plays a part,
some people will naturally be unsure of
what it is all about and see it as more
work.This remains until they begin to
understand it.”

That the workforce has bought into
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S
hopfloor organisation is
fundamentally important to a
food manufacturer. It helps to
fuel tidiness, which in turn can

assist with achieving the necessary levels
of cleanliness – particularly important
among suppliers to the UK’s leading
supermarket chains.At the Nottingham
factory of Pork Farms Bowyers (PFB),
the lack of organisation in the
production department was of major
concern.Accidents were also occurring
with some degree of frequency.The
company was convinced the two
problems were related, and that the 5S
technique could help to overcome
both.Alongside this, with customer
audits commonplace, PFB didn’t want
to give any of its prestigious customers
grounds for taking business elsewhere.

In the last two years the company
has made giant steps towards radically
overhauling its workplace organisation.
One of the pioneers of the idea to
transform PFB is manufacturing
facilitator Jenny Perks.A change of role
within the organisation, along with a
three-day workshop presented by
Productivity Europe at a nearby
company in November 2000, convinced
her, along with the company’s new
general manager, that there would be a
lot to be said for deploying 5S at PFB.
“We knew it would be hard to build
without the use of 5S as a starting point
and a foundation,” she says.

After the workshop, Perks set about
creating a promotional plan, aimed at

informing everyone at PFB, from senior
management to shopfloor operators,
about the plans for 5S. In April 200,
Productivity Europe consultant Paul
Quayle presented his first of five two-
day 5S workshops at PFB.Attendance
was voluntary.“I was fairly confident
they would succeed as soon as I saw
who turned up for the first workshop,”
he says.“This is always a good indicator
that a company is prepared to support
the initiative with resource.”

A steering committee was
formulated consisting of managers from
accounts, hygiene and quality,
manufacturing, engineering, training
and also a senior shop steward (the
union has been “really positive”).The
Productivity Europe workshops finished
in January 2002 and encompassed 20
per cent of employees.The workshops
encourage personnel to undertake
internal audits, mapping out and
identifying 30 problems.These are put
into ‘serious, major, minor or trivial’
categories along with an indication of

how difficult they are to fix. Serious
problems that are relatively simple to
correct then head the priority list.

In parallel with these courses,‘train
the trainer’ sessions were also taking
place.“This was the most powerful
thing from our point of view,” adds
Perks,“as it allowed us to present a
further 11 workshops in 2002 and we
set supervisors the target of getting 50
per cent of staff trained and, as an
average across the site, this was achieved.
We hope this will be 80 per cent by the
end of 2003.”

Early on in the process PFB decided
that the 5S programme needed a title
that would avoid any jargon.After some
thought, STEPS was created – Sort,
Tidy, Examine, Perfect and Sustain. In
brief, the ‘sort’ step involves the removal
of unwanted items.‘Tidy’ gets people to
find a home for the remaining items
that are deemed of use, while ‘examine’
is a daily routine ensuring that what is
already in place has remained so.“In a
way it’s a form of discipline,” clarifies
Perks.“This has been a big mindset shift
for us and it has taken time to instil that
getting organised is one thing, but
looking after an area is also important.
For this reason we created a new in-
house logo,‘pride in our factory – pride
in our brand.’”

The fourth step,‘perfect’ is a way of
standardising, so that instructions are
clear.“This step allows us to determine
whether everyone is doing it the same
way.We want to get away from

Pork pie and sausage roll maker Pork Farms Bowyers has invested significant resource and

time into creating its own tailored shopfloor organisation programme. Steed Webzell reports

Pork Farms Bowyers

Everything 
in pork pie  order

“The production area has
been totally transformed, it
is such a better area in
which to work now – and
our accident rate has
decreased significantly”

Jenny Perks,
manufacturing facilitator,
Pork Farms Bowyers
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the ethic of STEPS so readily is
testament both to them and to
management. PFB has employed several
reward techniques to bolster
participation.There is a league table of
audit scores, with a trophy for the
highest placed team at specified intervals
and a free meal for the team that makes
the biggest leap in score, as well as a
special STEPS ‘star’ award for the best
performing individual, who wins a
distinguished T-shirt and voucher.A
training matrix on company
noticeboards helps to promote the
reward and recognition ethos.

PFB is now looking at other
techniques.“As a group, Northern
Foods has a shared vision for lean
manufacturing and our site is being
hailed as the factory to visit to see how
to get the foundations in place,” says
Perks. Autonomous maintenance is also
being looked at in some detail:“We
expect to be able to link it into our
third step, but it will entail a much
more detailed look at the actual kit.We
feel we have created an environment
where people want to get involved and
we will be starting some of these new
initiatives with the team that has
appeared consistently at the top of our
STEPS league table, as we basically
think that they are ready for more.”

Paul Quayle believes PFB was right
to undertake 5S before considering
other improvement techniques.“Some
companies want to take on Six Sigma
without having done 5S, which is crazy
in my opinion.Any company needs

workshop organisation first before it
tackles anything else. PFB have had
good support from the top that has
committed the resource and they were
determined to make it happen. 5S
doesn’t require a lot in the way of
finance but it does need time.”

The measurable for the success of
STEPS at PFB is the aforementioned
audit scores.After the initial series of
workshops, scores were around 40 per
cent. But improvement was fairly rapid
and once teams achieved a score of at

least 80 per cent for three consecutive
months they were transferred on to a
continuous improvement audit linked
to attributes such as safety.The team
currently at the top of PFB’s league
table has a score of 93 per cent.

For the future, the firm has its eye on
Cranfield School of Management’s
annual Best Factory award.“We entered
last year and we are entering again this
year. I think we are two or three years
away from being in a position to win
and while it is also about building
business behind the trophy, it is good for
us to use as a benchmark.”

According to Perks, the results of
STEPS are also being noticed outside
the company. Notoriously hard-to-
please retail customers who conduct
regular audits are said to be impressed.
This is just reward for a company that
has created both an organised, tidy and
safe production department with open
channels of communication, and a
foundation to continue building to
become one of the UK’s most
acclaimed manufacturing sites.As for
other improvements such as product
quality, it would probably be best to ask
the consumer – the proof, as they say at
Pork Farms Bowyers, is in the pie. ■

Communicating the vision         

Actions for improvement 
– Pork Farms Bowyers 

The challenge
■ A lack of organisation at shopfloor level was hindering performance and
made it difficult to proceed with other improvement techniques

Training
■ Workshops run by external consultant reached 20 per cent of workforce
■ Further internally run workshops raised the figure to 50 per cent of
employees trained by the end of 2002; target is 80 per cent by end of 2003

People issues
■ High voluntary turnout at the first workshop indicated a strong desire for
improvement at shopfloor level
■ Audit scores are published on noticeboards: rewards are given to high-
performing teams and individuals

Talk the walk
Don’t underestimate the importance of communicating the vision before you embark on

a lean initiative, says Malcolm Jones

O
ne of the urban legends
about Japan and lean
manufacturing is of the
visitor who asked his

host why they were so willing to show
them all their lean manufacturing
processes.The reply: “Because by the
time you have caught up, we shall be
further ahead, and anyway, we know
you won’t do it.”

A customer recently sent me an
old Harvard Business Review article by
John Kotter on ‘Why Transformation
Efforts Fail’ (HBR March/April 1995).
Professor Kotter admits that the eight
factors that he lists seem pretty sim-
plistic, and still leave unanswered the
question of how we stop failures hap-
pening, but they are a good start.

One item in his list particularly
struck me: what Kotter calls ‘under-
communicating the vision by a factor
of ten’.This is one of my two big issues
in implementing lean manufacturing
in the UK (the other is the lack of stan-
dard reliable methods). The Japanese
urban legend that ‘you won’t do it’ is
based on both of these – our lack of
understanding of the importance of
standardisation, and our lack of ability
to communicate the vision.

Lean implementation in the West
has suffered from this lack of a lean
vision. Only if the entire company
understands the ‘why’ of lean manu-
facturing is it worth talking about the
‘how’. Our impatience and misunder-
standing of the communication
process prevents us from really con-
veying the ‘why’, which is what real-
ly matters; the ‘how’ is in one sense a
mere technicality.

The fundamental misunderstand-
ing is to think that because we have
told something, the listener has under-

stood it, particularly in the sense of
buying into the vision. Lean manufac-
turing is counter-intuitive – it tells us
to forget about optimising parts of the
business, in order to optimise the
whole. People find this difficult – for
years we have been targeted and
rewarded on optimising our particular
part of the business.Our measures have
been based on sub-optimising the
whole – increasing the efficiency of
particular operations.

I remember one UK plant man-
ager saying in a conference presenta-
tion on his company’s annualised
hours contract that he would rather
people didn’t have to work their
banked hours, because that meant the
process was working efficiently. His
audience struggled with the idea of
paying people for not working, but
that is the lean message: optimise the
whole, not the parts.

Another recent experience was at a
company where we discussed the prob-
lem of communication: management’s
response was, “Well, we’ll include it in
the brief and post it on the notice-
board.” Briefs and communication
boards, although vital, are not adequate
as communication.Communication is a
two-way process, not just ‘speaking and
waiting to speak’. We misunderstand
compliance as commitment, non-
opposition as acceptance.

The vision of lean is a simple one
– optimise the process, not the parts;
concentrate on the velocity of the
process, not the efficiency of opera-
tions. Simple, but not intuitive, and a
major paradigm shift from the last 50
years of the manufacturing mainstream
of the West. Unless we understand that
it is a paradigm shift, that we need to
persuade people to look at manufac-

turing in a different way, then the
urban legend is true – we won’t do it.

An old management saying
involves ‘walking the talk’: showing
that you are serious by changing your
own behaviour. Communicating the
vision demands something different. It
demands that we ‘ talk the walk’: com-
municate the vision through briefs,
memos, newsletters, meetings and
above all through an ongoing conver-
sation with people about what the
vision means – what we are doing and
why.The ‘how’ will follow.

Or, as Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
put it:“If you want to build a ship,don’t
drum up the men to go to the forest
to gather wood, saw it, and nail the
planks together. Instead, give them the
desire for the sea.” ■

Malcolm Jones is a director of Productivity
Europe


