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Historical Perspective

ÅIn 2000 I was asked to go on assignment to Oral 
Bôs Iowa City plant and to prepare it for a closure 
announcement within 2 years.

ÅThe plant was/is the largest manual toothbrush 
factory in the world, had led all of the technology 
breakthroughs that had taken place within the 
industry, and was proud of what it had achieved 
since its establishment in 1958.

ÅIt was a fully owned division of the Gillette 
corporation, that was later acquired by Proctor 
and Gamble in 2005.
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Iowa City
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Historical Perspective

ÅIdeally located in the mid-west, the plant served 

as a Distribution Centre for all Oral B products 

for the North American market.

Å1500 packages were dispatched to almost 

76,000 dental offices and 15-20 containers of 

regular product shipped each day.

Å900 people were employed, including 150 

contractors employed building Display Units for 

our major customers like Wal-Mart and Costco.
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Historical Perspective

ÅHowever the plant had grown increasingly 

uncompetitive and had not embraced change 

that had taken place at sister plants in Ireland 

(Newbridge) and Mexico.

ÅIt had also ignored the growing threat of China, 

who although lacking technical expertise were 

learning fast and were becoming increasingly 

attractive to the board of Gillette as a 

competitive alternative.
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Historical Perspective

Å Prior to 2000, I had visited the plant several times and felt that it had 

a fighting chance of survival if an aggressive Program of Change 

was implemented that would include significant management re-

structuring and the implementation of Lean Practices. (Then referred 

to as World Class Manufacturing)

Å I had the informal support of my boss and a small number of Gillette 

executives who were concerned about the impact of moving and 

shipping product over long distances.

Å However, time was short and I knew that if I did not produce an 

attractive budget by mid year ô01(it was now Oct ô00) that neither I or 

my supporters could help prevent what the Gillette board already 

believed was inevitable.
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Program of Change

Phase 1
ÅThe first thing I do when taking over a new plant is make 

a fast assessment of how the key processes are 
working. This can be comfortably done in a couple of 
weeks.

ÅFor me the key processes are Planning, Procurement, 
organisation of the Warehouse, and Technical support 
for Production.

ÅOf course it can be argued that all processes are 
important, and indeed they are, but the Materials 
organisation, if not working well, impact the maximum 
number of people and create the greatest amount of 
disturbance. Whereas a piece of equipment can usually 
be fixed, with external help if necessary, and will impact 
only a slice of the business.



12

Program of Change

Phase 1
ÅI met with the workforce in groups of about 50 and gave 

them the blunt message about where the plant was 
headed unless we made radical change.

ÅThere were a lot of meetings and it took 2 weeks to 
accomplish, but it is important that the groups are not too 
large and the time period gave them a chance to discuss 
and absorb the key messages.

ÅIt was the first time they heard about how critical their 
situation was. Up to then the management team had not 
shared this news and had convinced themselves that the 
threat would go away.

ÅA lot of disbelief and anger was expressed.

ÅTo reinforce my points, I posted emails from senior 
Gillette executives outlining future plans.
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Program of Change

Phase 1

ÅI told them that we had a choice. We could 

do nothing and accept the inevitable. Or, 

we could fight and implement changes that 

I believed give us a fighting chance of 

survival. 

ÅHowever, before implementing anything, I 

needed both their input and then their 

support.
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Program of Change

Phase 1

ÅI brought in a team of Facilitators to meet 

with the workforce in groups of approx 20 

and to ask them 4 questions:

üWhat is working?

üWhat is not working?

üWhat do we need to retain?

üWhat do we need to do to become a great 

plant?
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Program of Change

Phase 1
ÅFor me, the results were entirely predictable. 

The recurring themes were: material shortages, 
unplanned changes, poor technical support, lack 
of spare parts, lousy communications and a 
management team that did not know or seem to 
care about what was going on.

ÅI had the outcomes printed in booklet form and 
distributed to each member of the workforce.

ÅThis was a surprise to many, as they had said 
ñnothing will be done as usualò. Much scepticism 
existed about my ability, or sincerity, in pushing 
for real change.
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Program of Change

Phase 1

ÅI met again with the workforce, taking them 

through the results, and I promised them that we 

would fix all key issues and provided a calendar 

for doing so.

ÅI promised that within 6 months that real change 

and improvements would be visible and that 

within 1 year, all of the key problems would be 

removed as serious issues.

ÅNot many believed that!



Program of Change 

Phase 2
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Program of Change

Phase 2
ÅI employed a team of Lean Specialists to support 

our implementation of Kanban, 5s, and Supplier 
Development.

ÅIt is my experience that much can be achieved 
by working on multiple areas in parallel. 

ÅAlthough this stretches resources, it also 
generates maximum activity, great excitement 
and they feed of each other as they are all so 
inter-dependant.

ÅHowever, it must be carefully managed and at 
least 1 ñexpertò contained in each team.
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Program of Change

Phase 2

ÅWe put together teams to work on each of the 

key areas:
üSupplier Development/Kanbans to factory

üRe-organise warehouse/Kanbans to factory floor

üKanbans for internal movement of Work in Progress

üCreation of a Central Store for spare parts (Each Prod 

Dept had itôs own and led to much duplication, 

unnecessary expense, and the wasting of technical 

resources who were being diverted from their real job!)

üRe-organisation of resources to ensure maximum 

support for production

ü5s (A Place for Everything and Everything in itôs Place)
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Program of Change

Phase 2

ÅMeantime, I was looking hard at senior 

and middle management to identify those 

who were going to emerge and drive it, 

and those were not going to support it or 

slow it down. 

ÅIt is critical in such a program to remove 

those who cannot or will not support it as 

quickly as possible. 
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Program of Change

Phase 1

ÅI was concerned at the lack of urgency displayed 

by many within the workforceé..at all levels. So 

I wrote 10 Operating Principles, in very direct 

language, that later became known as the 10 

Drivers of Rapid Improvement ïWithout 

Compromise ©

ÅI had made it very clear in all my messages that 

there would be no compromise on the journey 

we were embarking on, with no opt out clause 

for anyone.
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Program of Change

Phase 2
ÅThey were introduced  to everyone in the plant through a 

series of workshops, so that a good understanding of 
what they meant existed. 

ÅI made it clear that they applied to everyone who walked 
through our gate each day to work in our plant. No one 
was exempt.

ÅThey were posted in every office and notice board in the 
factory.

ÅI committed that we would survey our performance 
against each of them 3 times in each of the first 2 years.

(These Principles have been adopted by many sister plants 
and suppliers that we dealt with)
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