Agile Manufacturing Not Just Another Buzz Word
By Bob Abair and John Civerolo
Agile Manufacturing (or Agile Competition) is an umbrella term that embraces a wealth of ideas. It is not some vague concept of how a company should be run five to ten years from now, it is how many businesses are being run today, not only to survive but to excel.

These ideas include: 

· Innovative alliances between suppliers, customers, and manufacturers in the pursuit of value. 

· Powerful concepts of technology-enabled agility. 

The alliances and concepts are integrated with and characterized by flat organization, team production, empowerment, customization, and concern for social issues. 

There are no well established road maps to achieve agility; however, there are four "ever brightening" guidelines to start the Agility journey.

1. Enriching the customer

· Selling solutions -- providing an unlimited variety of products, information, and services 

2. Cooperating to enhance competition 

· Internal -- cross-functional teams, empowerment 

· External -- managing the supply chain 

3. Organizing to manage change and uncertainty

· Rapid reconfiguration of plant and facilities 

· Rapid decision making - shallow empowered 

4. Leveraging people and information

· Distribution of authority, resources, and rewards 

 

If successful, the key characteristics of Agile Manufacturing in your company will be:

· Customer-integrated process for designing, manufacturing, marketing, and supporting all products and services 

· Decision making at functional knowledge points not in centralized management "silos" 

· Stable unit costs (low variability) no matter what the volume 

· Flexible manufacturing -- ability to increase or decrease production volumes at will 

· Easy access to integrated data whether it is customer-driven, supplier-driven, or product- and process-driven 

· Modular production facilities that can be organized into ever changing manufacturing nodes 

· Data that is rapidly changed into information that is used to expand knowledge 

· Mass customized product versus mass produced product 

What's New or Different?
Agile Manufacturers must recognize the volatility of change, and put mechanisms in place to deal with it. They must move from being manufacturing-driven to customer-drive, and they must also realize that customers buy customers won't pay a premium for quality -- it's assumed.

Agile Manufacturers must partner with customers, suppliers, and competitors (cooperate and compete), and understand that the soft side of business (trust, empowered teams, risk taking, reward and recognition) must drive the entire process.

In an Agile environment, information is the primary enabling resource. Firms must know their customers, products, and competitors.

What's new or different about this list? Not much! Some new terminology perhaps.

What is new, however, is the packaging and intensiveness by which a company tries to reinvent itself, This is not 5% continuous improvement.

Agile Manufacturing concepts are the key to future competitiveness, but many of these concepts are still in the development state. No one book or seminar will bring you to the "Fountain of Agility."



Agile Manufacturing concepts are the key to the future, and World Class Manufacturing is the culmination of all of these processes!


We do know, however, that World Class Manufacturing is the culmination of all of these processes. The ultimate compliment will be to be named by your sister companies, customers, and competitors as the leader in customer responsiveness, with high quality, low cost, and innovative products and services. How well this is done becomes the measure of profitability.

	"Obstacles are things a person sees when he takes his eyes off his goal."

	E. Joseph Cossman


