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Business Foct

Andrew Martin

IT IS TRUE THAT YOU CAN IMPROVE
your business by creating more sales,
reducing costs and retaining talented
people. There are also other strategies.

My company, the ATM Group, is a
manufacturer, designer and distributor
of loudspeaker and videowall mounting
hardware. The recent change we under-
went—a successful one—was driven by
an ideology and methodology that could
have a positive impact in virtually any type
of business.

In 1989, ATM Group began selling
loudspeaker rigging hardware to anyone
with the need and the will to invest in the
hardware. Though the first years of busi-
ness saw lean sales, within four years ATM
Fly-Ware became a.market leader for loud-
speaker rigging product sales and was
expanding rapidly to accommodate mar-
ket demand.

Doesn’t this sound like the wishful
entrepreneur’s dream? It certainly was my
dream, but as Mom used to say, “Be care-
ful what you wish for.”

THE PROS AND CONS OF

EXPLODING

Soon, ATM Group was moving into an
expansive new building, adding new
equipment, bringing in a professional
staff and becoming a professional manu-
facturing business growing up to 125%
per year. This growth, combined with my
pursuit of an EMBA, was a tremendous
daily strain for the entire management
staff. Somehow we persevered and
emerged sirong.

[t still sounds like an entrepreneur’s
dream come true; and it was a dream. I
remember the conversations clearly:

“Andrew, we have too many orders and
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not enough time to fill them.”

“We need more people, more machin-
ery, more engineering, more...” *

“We can’t deliver what we are promising
to our clients, what do we do?”

We did what seemed logical: We added
more people. We spent large sums on
automated machinery. And we redoubled
our efforts to control production flow and
client service. On the surface, all of these
efforts seemed to work. We improved our
delivery times and accommodated mar-

machine. All of these were symptoms
caused by a faulty business model. Even-
tually, that faulty business model would
force my attentions back to ATM Fly-Ware
for some emergency care.

When I returned to ATM Fly-Ware, 1
observed a team of dedicated individuals
doing everything they could to make our
clients happy. The entire team was focused
on one thing: delivering the products to
the clients that needed them the most.
So products that might normally have

ction Manager

Cellular Production Process

Team 1 - Alpha (simple complexity parts)

mm

Team 2 - Beta (advanced complexity parts)

FIGURE 1: Before and after reorganization.

ket demand fairly well, barring the occa-
sional short-term problems in delivery
that all manufacturers endure. About this
time, being the entrepreneur that I am, I
saw an opportunity to start up another
manufacturing business in another indus-
try. So [ went off to do the thing that entre-
preneurs do and diverted my attention
to starting another business.

CRASH!

But I had made a mistake: I did not real-
ize that our true production challenges
were not the result of machinery obso-
lescence, head-count on the production
line, or even how fast a particular part
could be produced on a particular

www.svconline.com

taken several weeks to manufacture were
being built in a matter of days, and prod-
ucts that should have taken a few hours to
manufacture would be stacked up behind
the more complex parts, just waiting for
a space in the production schedule. We
had successfully created a logjam in pro-
duction. Have you ever pushed against
the wall to make it move, and it doesn’t
move, so you push harder and longer?
Pushing harder was clearly not the answer
to our dilemma, but soon the answer
became clear.

We had grown a successful organiza-
tion by following a few core truths:

1. Our organization understood our
clients’ needs and designed products that
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worked well and were safe to use.

2. Our organization educated our
clients to ensure safe installations.

3. Our organization specialized in prod-
uct-traceable, high quality and low-vol-
ume products.

If these core truths were the founda-
tion of our business, then why were we
straying from what we knew how to do?
ATM Fly-Ware knew how to build high-
quality and low-volume products within
the strict policies of a product-traceable
risk management system. All we had

to do was figure out a way to build them
faster. To increase our production through-
put, we had to find a \e\:‘a}' to eliminate the
logjams and make the work flow steadily
through the production line. Our expe-
rience told us that this was not an easy
task, as we had been attempting to improve
throughput for years without much suc-
cess. There was one idea that we hadn't
attempted because it seemed too impos-
ing. Inevitably, this was the idea that would
satisfy our need for increased throughput
and on-time delivery to our clients.

[t never fails;
you could always
use another input.

just need a

PHANTOM POWER
ADAPTER

i phantom power
adapter, or a DI.

10-BAND PRECISION
EQUALIZER EQ101

CABLE DETECTIVE ‘
et

gy e~y

PROBLEM SOLVERS

mu.sa Pluyma_t_e

Maybe the job calls
for a little mono
EQ or crossover.

You may need a way to eliminate the
stage monitors at the local church.

= And you'll always
I nccd a cable tester,
' l & or phase tester to complete your
audio toolbox.

STEREO
MINI-MIX VI

Whatever your audio problem; mixing, phantom power, impedance
matching, personal monitoring, signal processing, or test equipment -
Rolls makes over 30 of these little “fix-it" boxes, so we've probably got

3968 South 350 West
Sale Lake City, UT 84107

rollsrix@rolls.com « www.rolls.com

someting to get your dilemma solved.
Be sure to check out our website, www.rolls.com, where we have
owners manuals and schematics available for most Rolls units.

l‘ ROLI.S\I We’ve got something

(801) 2639053 + FAX (801) 2639068 '\ anmmmmemd”
CORPORATION

for the job.
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During the last two weeks of Decem-
ber 2000, we shut down the plant and
went to work on completely reorganizing
our operation from a traditional produc-
tion line to a cellular production envi-
ronment. The change involved moving
every piece of machinery on the produc-
tion floor, as well as reconfiguring work-
stations, offices, paper flow, inventory con-
trol areas and materials storage. Months
of research, consultant input and plan-
ning went into the change management
plan prior to implementation. When the
tme came for implementation, the invest-
ment took a full two weeks to complete.
When finished, the performance improve-
ments were staggering: We went from an
average of 16 days late on deliveries to an
average of 4 days early. Our production
throughput increased up to 20%, and we
were achieving these results with sales lead
times cut in half (as seen in Figure 1).

HOW WE RECOVERED
Our traditional production line environ-
ment allowed for a linear product flow
through the production line. That meant
a part would occupy a work center until
it was completed, and then it would move
forward to the next work center. This
works fine when products are similar in
design and quantity, however ATM Fly-
Ware has to build radically dissimilar parts
in quantities that can range from one part
to several thousand parts. If a batch of
complex parts that required hours to
process at the machining center was
scheduled in front of a batch of simple
parts that only required minutes to
process, the net result was that all parts
would require hours to actually finish.
Additional machinery and operators do
not provide greater throughput per man-
hour, only a higher volume of delayed
production due to scheduling conflicts.
We shifted to a cellular production
model, and that has made all the differ-
ence. The cellular production environ-
ment splits a traditional production line
into segments, each handling a particular
product type. By splitting one production
line into several specialized production
lines, called production cells, the logjams .
are reduced because similar products are
being produced within each of the pro-
duction cells.



Business

We created production cells for simple
design parts, moderate design parts, com-
plex design parts, aluminum yokes, part
assembly and very large parts; and we are
now getting ready to add a composite
materials production cell. As an added
benefit, we reduced work handling over
50% in some cases, and we regained the
use of about 25% of our plant floor space
as a result of the new production cell lay-
out. Within the office suite, we eliminat-
ed process hand-offs over 50% and
reduced foot travel time over 20%.

We are now poised to expand in order
to satisfy client demand while keeping
sales lead times reasonable. It is funny
how we sometimes have to take a step
backward in order to make a realization
and move forward again.

WIDE APPLICABILITY

Whether in a service industry, contract-
ing industry or retail industry, the idea of
taking a linear process and making it cel-
lular works. As an example for a contrac-
tor specializing in the house of worship

market, consider one crew that handles all
aspects of the project from start to finish.
The completion of the project depends

| am now on the speed and
convinced skill of that crew in
that any regard to all aspects
organization of the installation.

Now suppose
these aspects run the
gamut from equip-

of sufficient
size to take
advantage
of the cellu-
lar business
design will
profit from it.

tuning, video system convergence, signal

ment installation
and hook-up (such
as loudspeaker and
video projector rig-
ging, sound system

distribution, a CCTV system, an equip-
ment user manual, client training ses-
sions) all the way to demolition and elec-
trical work. One crew will have quite a
challenge trying to handle all the ele-
ments of a job if they, and they alone, are
responsible for the whole job from begin-
ning to end. Certain aspects of the instal-
lation will be fast, while others may suffer
inefficiencies associated with unfamiliar

Circle #16 on reader service card
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territory for the installer.

In a cellular design, the contractor
would build a central crew comprised of
skilled specialists. The appropriate spe-
cialist would be sent to the project at the
appropriate time, with the responsibility
of handling his or her portion of the proj-
ect. Not only will the speed of the instal-
lation be faster, the quality will be greater
due to the specialized knowledge of the
installers. If scheduled properly, these
skilled task forces can accommodate more
installations than would be possible if a
linear installation crew was used.

Having recently experienced the
rewards of making the commitment to
change, I am now convinced that any
organization of sufficient size to take
advantage of the cellular business design
will profit from it. S¥VC
Andrew Martin is president and CEO of ATM
Group Inc., operating two business units —
ATM Fly-Ware and Marshal Risk Manage-
ment Systems —in Carson, California. Visit

www.atmflyware, com.
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