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By Clinton O. Longenecker

and Timothy C. Stansfield

"I know this, that keeping a plant operating in an optimal fash-
ion is definitely a juggling act between your systems and people
and environment and goals. ...It takes a lot of hard work, skill,
patience, drive, good people, and even a little luck to succeed in
this line of work. "

A plant manager's observationExecutive Summary

The authors describe 15 reasons why plant

managers fail and show how those failures

affect all plant personnel. They also make

the case that managers cannot succeed

without adequate support from their organ-

ization. Included is a self-assessment tool

to help managers and front-line supervisors

determine whether their organization's

practices are setting them up for failure.

The 1990s witnessed a renaissance in U.S. manufacturing
for a wide variety of reasons. A robust U.S. economy, many
technological breakthroughs, a rush of capital investments,
the growth of markets in the world economy, and a strong
domestic demand for high-value-added products are just a
few of the plausible explanations for this phenomenon.
Although manufacturing has performed well as a whole,
manufacturers are still under extreme pressure to improve
their overall performance as they brace for the next wave of
international competition. This competitive pressure has
created a greater need than ever before for highly effective

plant management.
Manufacturers in the 1990s experienced a host of techno-

logical and systems enhancements such as large-scale
process re-engineering and cellular manufacturing. They
also saw more use of automation, integrated information
technology, and computer-aided design methods. At the
same time, manufacturers developed more effective and
enlightened approaches to enhancing workforce productiv-
ity: Open-book management, work teams, labor-manage-
ment co-ops, worker empowerment programs, improved
training and development, improved supervision, and more
effective incentive systems are but a few of these methods.
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tively, grant adequate levels of authority, or fail to hold people

accountable for performance. Yet another difficulty occurs
when plant managers themselves are not adequately empow-
ered by their superiors and therefore cannot make decisions
and control resources that affect their operation.
Consequence 4: Unclear performance expectations, frustra-

tion, and lack of control over factors affecting performance

.I Cause 2: Failure to develop an effective and appropri-
ate plan for action. When a plant manager has clearly
defined goals, it is incumbent on that manager to work with
the staff to develop a clear strategy or plan for action. It is sur-
prising how many manufacturing organizations fail to
develop a real, comprehensive plan to achieve operational
goals. In the rush to achieve goals, managers can struggle
when they fail to start and finish a serious discussion about
how to achieve critical goals and how performance will be
measured. Organizations often find themselves using out-
dated plans or strategies that no longer support their current
needs. Each organization in this study has gone through peri-
ods of maintenance and periods of change, each requiring dif-
ferent strategies. The plant manager must be steadfast in hold-
ing to a maintenance strategy and reactive to a change strat-
egy when appropriate.
Consequence 2: Activity without meaningful action

.I Cause 3: All talk and no action. When managers do cre-
ate a clear direction and develop plans for action but then fail
to implement the plans, their efforts fall short. For example, a
manager may talk a lot about improving quality but make no
change in the facility's modus operandi toward achieving that
goal. Many plant managers may want to make changes but are
unsure of how to drive change forward except to issue a man-
date, write a memo, or send an e-mail. But real change
requires altering attitudes, behavior, processes, procedures,
and systems. It also requires a great deal of two-way commu-
nication and accountability for action; both are critical to suc-
cessful implementation. A plant manager must balance team-
work with accountability in order to achieve production
goals, improve targets, and make required system changes.
Consequence 3: Frustration in the plant and erosion of a
manager's credibility with plant personnel

v' Cause 5: Communication meltdown. These days, plant
managers 'have more diverse communication tools than at any
other time in our industrial history: Pagers, cell phones, con-
ference calls, e-mail, and voice mail have emerged to augment
traditional meetings, bulletin boards, and telephones. Plant
managers frequently fail when they do not effectively develop
two-way channels of communication with key stakeholders:
their superiors, customers, staff, workforce, and suppliers.

j

When communications with these key groups are not effec-
tive, problems are on the horizon. Communication meltdown
can easily occur in a manufacturing facility when ineffective
communication becomes the norm; plant managers are often
accused of being out of touch for this very reason. Out-of-
touch managers operate with less information than they need
to make effective operation decisions, and one or more of the
key stakeholder groups may be doing the same. Ineffective
plant managers either don't share critical information with
stakeholders or they fail to listen to them -or both. When a
plant manager communicates with any of these key groups, it
can be a problem-solving transaction, a problem-avoiding
transaction, or a problem-creating transaction. The behavior
and communication skill of the plant manager will, to a great
extent, determine the outcome of those transactions.
Consequence 5: Personnel operating and making deci-
sions with incomplete information

.I Cause 6: Treating people like a commodity. When a
plant manager does not place a high priority on people and
effective human resources management, bad things happen.
In the current marketplace, it is getting harder and harder to
find talented and motivated people in nearly all operating
functions. When a plant manager does not place a high pri-
ority on the "people component," the organization's culture
will reflect this attitude. Superior performance cannot be
created with substandard employees and managers. Thus,
the organization's HR practices must create and sustain
effective systems for selection and orientation, training and
development, performance appraisals, compensation, bene-
fits, and labor relations if the organization is to be success-
ful and considered a good place to work. When the top
manager in a facility does not place a high priority on these
functions, they will not receive the attention and or budgets
they need to be effective. This damages the operation's abil-
ity to achieve goals.

.I Cause 4: Failure to delegate and empower. Plant man-
agers struggle when they fail to delegate appropriately to their

staff and to ensure that the change process cascades down-
ward through the organization in an effective fashion. When
managers fail to assign duties to key personnel properly and

provide them with the requisite authority; they are failing to

use the most rudimentary of all management practices.
Responsibilities must be clarified, parameters of authority
must be established, and methods to ensure accountability
must be put into place if a plant manager's staff is to be fully
utilized. Empowerment refers to the amount and level of
authority the manager is willing to grant to staff. Problems of

delegation and empowerment can occur when plant man-

agers delegate very little, ensuring that they will be overex-

tended, or when they delegate virtually everything, ensuring
that their people will be overworked. More problems arise

when managers fail to communicate their expectations effec-
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Key issues of plant management failure

Key issues Technical skills Conceptual skills Interpersonal skills Support

.I

.I
.I
.I
.I
.I

.I' .I
.I

1. lack of a clear sense of direction

2. Failure to develop an appropriate plan for action

.I

.I

.I

.I

.I

.I

3. All talk and no action

4. Failure to delegate and empower

If
If

5. Communication meltdowns

.I6. Treating people like a commodity

'Z Ego problems and poor working relationships

./8. Inability to foster an effective leadership team

.r

.r

.r

.r

9. lack of adequate resources

.I

.I

.I

t!10. Tech~~I~gy holes, gaps, and mismatches

Operating with bad systems, processes, and SOPs I

tI'
tI'

tI'12. Ineffective control and corrective action systems

13. Poor operational planning

14. Inability to integrate functions, resolve conflicts,
and deal with political fighting .I

.I
.I
.I

.I

.I15. Losingsighfof ultimate goal

Total = 10 106 10

Figure

suppon, maintenance, training, or customer approval. In addi-
tion, plant managers can and will fail when their operations
have technology that does not meet their operation's current
needs. These technology mismatches are linked to the plant
manager:" struggle to keep goals, game plans, and resource
requirements in tune with technology, and vice-versa. If a
plant manager cannot bring these factors together in concen,
results are destined to be less than desirable.
Consequence 10: Performance problems

manufacturing facility adequately; (2) the plant manager is
unable to convince the powers that be of the need for resources;
and (3) the allocation and budgeting systems designed to dis-
tribute resources fail to operate effectively In the end, plant

managers will struggle to get desired results when their organ-
ization underfunds their operation, when they themselves fail
to be an effective advocate for their operations needs, or when

existing allocation processes are ineffective.
Consequence 9: Lost opportunities and operational stress

,/ 

Cause 10: Technology holes, gaps, and mismatches.
Given the manufacturing technology breakthroughs of the
past decade, it would appear that the success of a plant man-

ager's operation would be driven by the level of technology
deployment; that is to say, if you put enough technology into
an operation, results will follow. From a plant manager's per-
spective, however, the problem is more complex. A technology

hole exists when an organization does not have enough tech-
nology to be competitive. This problem is frequently linked to
lack of resources, but that is incomplete as an explanation of

technology failure. An operation can just as easily struggle
with a technology application gap, which means having the
nght kind of technology and in sufficient quantities but, for

whatever reason, failing to adequately leverage the technology
to achieve desired results. A major technology hole identified
in many companies is not having adequate technology sup-

port. This. could mean not having appropriate engineering

.I' Cause 11: Operating with bad systems, processes, and
SOPs. When a plant manager strives for success, systems

thinking is a necessity: When an operation is attempting to
achieve aggressive and multifaceted goals, it is imperative that
the operating system, processes, and standard operating pro-
cedures function in an optimal fashion. This is considered

one of the basics of effective plant operations and is often
overshadowed by current fads associated with world-class
manufacturing. Plant managers can frequently fail when they

attempt to implement new products, goals, and plans without
ensuring that their current operating practices support such
changes. Without effective, integrated systems and processes,
goal achievement becomes infinitely more complex and can

lead to frustration when personnel at all levels find "systems
barriers" that prevent optimal performance. When a plant
manager does not ensure that an operation's systems,

processes, and SOPs are constantly aligned with the opera-
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Overall operation

Strategic

.To managers/supervisors

Proper focus
Clear direction for operation

Clear definition of metrics

Delegate and empower

Work group

Operational
To all workers

2. Effective planning

Strategic planning

Operational planning

Comprehensive
Systems-oriented

Improvement-based
Situation"oriented

3. Adequate resources
Adequate Financial Resources

Effective Technology

Effective Human Resources

Securing/allocating funds

Applying technology effectively
Using HR systems

Using funds wisely

Usingiunds properly
Usingeffeclive HRpractices

4.

Creating effective systems

Coordinating among depts.
Monitoring overall performance

Using the system properly

Coordinating within departments

Monitoring work group performance

Effective processes
Sound operating systems

Integrated operating activities/teamwork

Effective control and corrective action plan

5"

People practices
Effective working relationships

Effective communications/feedback

Ability to lead change

Ability to resolve conflicts

With/amongworker$
Within functions/workgroups

At the department .level

Where performance is affected

With/among leaders

Between leaders/functions

At the operational. level

Where improvement is affected

Figure 2.

and interpersonal skills that are involved in each issue. At the
same time, this table includes the support category that

addresses the degree to which the plant manager receives ade-
quate support from superiors and the organization as a whole.
A careful review of this table.reveals that a variety of skills and

support mechanisms are necessary to prevent failure and cre-
ate a climate for success. For plant managers to succeed, they
need a breadth and depth of skills in all three areas. Technical
skills are, without question, important. But conceptual and

interpersonal skills, as well as ongoing support, are all critical
to long-term success, as is illustrated by the column totals of
Figure 1.

Effective plant management in action
A review of the issues and the reasons plant managers fail to
get desired results demonstrates the complexity of a manager'sjob. 

A variety of key management factors must be in place to
help a manufacturing operation function in an optimal fash-
ion. These key factors generally fall under one of five highly
integrated issues that have a profound effect on performance
and should be carefully understood by not only those who
run manufacturing facilities but also by their superiors. In
Figure 2 we identify each of the key variables that can dam-
age a plant manager's performance. The very same issues can
be applied to nearly all front-line management personnel in a
manufacturing facility, but with a somewhat different focus.
These issues include providing proper focus; using effective

planning; having adequate resources; using effective processes;
and having sound people practices.

Throughout this discussion, our focus has been on the role
of plant management. Each plant manager interviewed
described front-line managers as "mini-plant managers" who
deal with the same strategic and operational issues for their

areas of responsibilities. A failure within a front-line area can
ultimately result in a failure for the organization; it is also a

symptom of an underlying deficiency on the part of the plant
manager. For these reasons, the key issues associated with
plant managers' failures are applicable to front-line managers,
and organizational success can be enhanced at each of these

levels of responsibility by the same issues. In Figure 3, we
depict the interdependent relationships among these key vari-
ables and the desired operation outcomes.

.Focus: It is critical for the plant manager and front-line
managers to focus their energies and talents in a meaningful

fashion. The plant manager must ensure that the overall oper-
ation has a clear sense of direction, while the front-line super-
visor does the same for his or her work group. The plant

manager must create a metric system that provides strategic
focus, while the front-line manager must articulate clear and

unambiguous operating goals and measurements for his or
her people. Once the direction has been established for the

operation as a whole, the plant manager must properly dele-
gate work to the management team and empower them
according to their abilities. The front-line supervisor must do

30 Industrial Manal!ement
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Plant management self-assessment
Instructions: Carefully review this list of critical management practices and assess the extent to which these factors are presently part of your current operating
culture. Please be candid!
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To some
extent

To a great
extentTo what extent.
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Does this operation have a clear sense of direction and well-defined goals?

Does this operation have an effective plan of action?
it
2.~
4.

5,

6.

7.

8.

q,

Does the leadership of this operation create real change?

Do managers practice effective delegation and empowerment with their people?

Is effective two-way communication practiced in. this operation?

Is creating and maintaining a high-performance workforce a priority?

Do managers have effective working!elationships with employees and each other?

Are 

managers/supervisors effective leaders?

Is this operation adequate!yfunded?

10.
~1'1"c"
~
12.

Is technology being properly applied and leveraged?

Are current operating systems, processes and SOPs effective?

Is performance being monitored and corrective action taken when performance

is less than desired? 0
~
0

IUM
u
IU

0~
~
0

13.

14.

Is proactive operational planning practiced in this facility?

Are organizational members and departments operating in unison with each other?

15.

Is this operation focused on the over-riding goals of customer satisfaction,profitability, 

and workforce morale? 0 0 0

Figure 4.

essary for both the sake of the manager and the organization.
Without continuous improvement on a personal level, plant

managers and their management personnel will not realize
their full potential, which is simply the mandate needed for
future success. 1m
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In closing
We have identified some factors that cause plant management
failure -factors that influence not only the performance of
the plant manager but of all plant management personnel.
The issues identified here make it clear that when plant man-
agers and their staff do not have the requisite technical, con-
ceptual, and interpersonal skills, problems can and will occur.
At the same time, when managers at all levels do not receive
the support they need from their superiors and their organi-
zation, the likelihood of failure increases. Support can come
in the form of critical resources, technology, information,
clear goals, empowerment, feedback and coaching, and a
sound corrective-action system, among other sources.

Figure 4 provides a useful self-assessment tool for those
who manage plant managers, for plant managers themselves,
and for front-line supervisors to assess the extent to which an
operation may be planting the seeds of operational failure.

The factors shown in the table make it clear that the selec-
tion, training, performance appraisal, coaching, development,
and support of plant manufacturing management personnel
must be given extreme attention and care in order to groom
people for this rewarding yet arduous profession. These fac-
tors will determine an operation's long-term performance and
the degree to which a plant manager's career will be a suc-
cessful one. When gaps are identified, prudent action is nec-
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