Case Study Transcript

MC – Company 8

SM 

We have talked a bit before about the knowledge leakage project, at the end of the project there will be a tool that will help you holistically assess your knowledge leakage. It will also give you performance indicators for knowledge leakage so you can understand the opportunities and risks associated with it.

So lets start. Have you proposed the knowledge capture system that ME is doing to the other group companies?

MC

The way that we started ME’s project was that we had a contact with x University and had a discussion with them about the issues of our business. We then got a cost from x University to do ME’s work. So in that sense I then had to justify that [cost] to the board. So I went to my superiors and said ‘this is a worthwhile project for us, this is what we want to do, this is an issue of knowledge leakage in a sense, people are going to be retireing within our organisation, therefore we need to do something about it, and it will cost X thousand pounds, ME’s wages, resources etc, this is how much it costs’. And that’s what’s already been proposed. Also because ME’s actually based here we have promoted what ME does to each of the management teams. The way our company is structured we have clear mnanagement teams if you like. Let me explain, Company 8 is basically 7 companies here in the UK and 3 companies abroad. Each one has a director or general manager, production manager and manufacturing manager, and these managers all get together as teams. We got ME to go to their core meetings, which happen on a regular basis, and promote his work, and then if he needs them to help him achieve his work they have had that dialogue. 
For example: recently we developed a database of the products we manufacture, which sounds quite mundane, but because we can manufacture 3 or 4 different shapes every week of the year, there are lots of different designs.

RC

How did your relationship with x University start?

MC

I went to the confederation for British Metal Forming which is just up the road, and I have been part of some committee’s because of company 8. And the CBD were running a teaching scheme at the time which is now called a knowledge transfer partnership I think. They asked for companies who were involved in the metal forming industry to be involved in the management committee for the teaching scheme and we got involved. From that I met DM from x university and we began to have a dialogue about the directions of our research. 

We as a company have consistently had some form of research programme with Universities running for the last 20 years. 

RC

Why is it you feel that’s important

MC

It allows us to focus the time. If we have a particular area of interest we want to research, it allows us to have one person who can concentrate. Unfortunately we are all very busy here at company x, we have 450 employees, there is probably work for 500 as it feels sometimes! So we are all very busy doing our day to day duties but sometimes you need someone who can concentrate on a particular area. And this goes back to the early 80s when GD, our technical director had a lot of contact with y university while we were developing a CAD/CAM system, and what he found was that it was very advantageous to have this link to other universities as it opened up other avenues and it allowed us to see things that were likely to be happening in the future. Actually the reason we were talking to DM was about CAD/CAM analysis, and using different types of analysis techniques to help us do roll design. But what DM was saying was that actually she didn’t think that that was the best direction to be going in. So we had a dialogue with her and found that actually the direction she was taking, which was the knowledge route, capturing and using knowledge was actually interesting to us.

SM

Was it something you thought of before this knowledge capture system?
MC

Not necessarily knowledge. We always knew there were certain key members of staff. We knew that there was key knowledge held within individuals. We already knew that when we go to other companies within our industry they tend to have exactly the same situation, they tend to have a very old guy, who does all the work, and then lots of young guys who are aspiring to be him. So we already knew all that but we didn’t frame it in the same way. 

SM

What was the organisations reaction to this knowledge capture system?

MC

We were interested but we were unsure about the mechanics of it. DM arranged for us to visit company A who were doing hydro forming. And they had a problem identifying the cost of their hydro forming, which was a similar problem to what we had. So we were able to go to company A, have a dialogue with them, see what they ahd done, and then make the logical leap for us. It sold it to us again. So it was, yes, we are interested, but we don’t really understand what you are telling us! It sounds interesting, but what is it really! And then we saw it in practice and found it very interesting.
SM

What was the reaction of the board directors?

MC

We went to them and said you understand that individuals are key to our organisation, they appreciated that, and then selling them the direction of research that we wanted to go into. They already have in their mind that there is an allocation of money and resources for research within the comapnay and they were waiting for a proposal from us. And they were very positive about that. The other four main board members of our company were an accountant, a salesman, and they are actually going to be here for a while. So they were saying we know what the problem is what sort of direction are we taking? We know that at some point soon the technical director wont be part of our organisation.

RC

Sticking with research. Do you find there are any negative implications of working with outside organisations, such as KTPs, universities?

MC

Yes. One is the reaction time. The concept of you are a customer, if I paid a company to make some rolls for me I can say here is a delivery date, here is an order. And if they don’t deliver it I can go to somebody else. And they appreciate that, and they appreciate that that date is the date it is delivered. Universities unfortunately don’t have that same concept! Because they are sheltered and because they exist for a different reason other than making money.

RC

So does that affect …

MC

It does. What have to do to deal with them is give them enough information and you have to appreciate what you are going to get out that situation. For instance ME we will have the situation where he will write a very long PhD, and in all honesty, very few people within this organisation will sit down and read it! Its 300 hundred pages of no-dispute very hard work, but martin has to do that for his work. What we want is practical outputs. So if you ike there is a trade of between the two. But as long as you understand that from the beginning, you know you will get something for yourself, but you know there is a commitment for ME to do the academic side, which, the number of papers that are published really doesn’t bother us, we don’t gain anything from it. We sometimes gain contacts from the conferences but again they tend to be academics. So there is no real motive for us.
RC

How are you going to glean that learning from ME?

MC

The way that we structured the PhD is that there are clear deliverables, and they’re actual physical deliverables of software. And there are deliverables of information..

RC

How is that being done?

MC

Going through seminars, he has a project plan, a dialogue of what we want, we give him small packages of work that he has to deliver, 

SM

Are there also management practices that he has come up with?

MC

Yes, for instance one of the most basic things that ME actual did was to standardize some of our paperwork. Which sounds very simple, but he actually organise some of our paperwork. Now that sort of thing, early on, is much more important than some of the grandiose things. If people can say I used to have 10 bits of paper and now I have 5 and they are still organised in a nice way, I would say fantastic, I’ll work with this guy, so they will work with him in accounts. But that is a key important factor for us, the knowledge that was documented , and ME was organising that. Making it more accessible and more organised.
RC

Do you participate in any other relationships…trade associations, clustering etc?

MC

We are members of the British Federation of Metal Forming, we are members of the cold roll section association, I think we are also members of the council friends of southwell (?) which has links to lots of businesses. Obviously to academic institutions. Because of our work in the past, recently we had links to the technology innovation centre at University Z where we have done a very small project with them and had a bundle of work that they did for us. 
RC

So are all these relationships two-way?

MC

Yes absolutely. It is also that we have physical contacts and they will contact us and we can contact them. For instance at the TIC, I had a contact and I needed them to do a little bundle of work for me, so I contact them and said ‘can you do it’? and I got a price and then worked from there.

RC

So is it done on a consultancy basis?

MC

Yes, on a consultancy basis. But with personal contacts which is very important. If you are saying what the problems are with any organisation, and particularly universities, its hitting the right academic. If the academic is quite old, unfortunately they have less motivation, if they are younger, they are more ambitious, they want to be successful, therefore they are more motivated. Some of them may have worked in industry and have links to industry and may therefore have more of an appreciation to what you actually need. Others are very academic, and you have to pick the right one. In exactly the same way we have to pick the right student to work on it, because again we have had experiences in the past where we haven’t had the right student. 
RC

And what affects did that have?

MC

Unsuccessful projects basically. Partly successful but not completely. To us part of a project is that we offer the person a job at the end of it! 
SM

How soon did you realise that, was it at the end of the project?

MC

We realised that about 2 years in, so it does take time  Because what you have to accept if your doing a PhD, or a KTP or ME for instance is that they have come straight from university. So you are always going to have at least 6 months where they have finished full time education and they have come I into a suedo-working , or a working environment so at some point you have to say, they have to mature and they have to ….well get used to it! So you have to give people that opportunity. Then you are working with them and learning how they work, and how they respond and what you can and cant do. So for instance with ME, we started with having a meeting every week, now we have a meeting maybe once a month. Because I don’t need to have a meeting every week with him. He can go away and do his thing. I don’t need to have that close control. But you need to find that out, and it could be that you are still doing that two years in saying ‘you should be out there doing more’! but then that’s the same for any employee. 
RC

With all these relationships with outside organisations, do you have any methods, because you are quite specialised, do you have any methods for limiting what knowledge you share?

MC

We have a confidentiality and intellectual property agreement to start with. Much of the stuff we are trying to develop a lot of the time comes under our own IP. Therefore we have to be very tight about our confidentiality. Because most of the relationships that we have are with academic institutions we take a bit of a bolder step by saying university x isn’t going to start cold roll forming tomorrow, therefore I can tell [university x] that this is our design for our rolls, but really what are [they] going to gain from it, are they going to be able to exploit it? And that’s one of the advantages of working with a Uni, is that they are not going to be a competitor. There is a limit to what you can do because obviously that person who is doing the research can at the end of it go of and join a competitor. 
RC

Have you had any negative experiences of losing knowledge through …

MC

No, I think where we have problem is at the beginning where we have to make sure that the IP and confidentiality agreement is tied up right. So for instance with the KTP that we did very much it was on the software side which is what the university wanted to own. For us, we don’t sell software so it didn’t make a difference to us, as long as we have a liscence for free, that was part of the agreement, they can do with it as they see fit. 

RC

Do you have any formal measures of the success of these outside relationships?

MC

Delivery of what we want, delivery of a project. Its difficult to say. Part of it is having somebody that actually wants to join the company. That’s one of the most basic things. In the sense of a phd or a ktp, very few people actually finish on time, so to think at the end of three years you are actually going to get everything you want is a bit optimistic. You want to see that along the way they have delivered small packages of things that are successful. ME, the paperwork, ME, the database. Its deleivered, its done, its there in place. Admittedly for ME, the sole thing doesn’t get him his phd or his eng d, but we have some deliverables. And at the end of the day I want to employ thus guy because I want him to continue doing it. So success is deliverables. 

SM

You have your deliverables from ME, but ME is practically an employee of company 8 isn’t he, 

MC

No, ME is at University x, he is a student on the eng d programme. However, from my experience of doing research I realised that when I was at uni there were lots and lots of other distractions. I could go down the pub, I could go and play pool, I could do anything other than actually do my work. So when I came and sat here in this company what we try to promote and encourage someone like ME to come in a join us, and start at 8:30 stop at 1, have his lunch till 1:45 and finish work at 5. we encourage that as then it gives him the framework of a working day. And we are much more comfortable with the situation where he is part of the team. In my mind that is a benefit. Sitting at uni is not like working in the real world, do you not think? And that is something we liked about the eng d programme, is that they come and sit in your company. They work to your time, if they want to book holidays they book them through you, they have the same entitlement as everybody else. So in that sense it is a benefit to the project. If you like they are a suedo-employee and we prefer that because we feel that we can control that. 

SM

But what are the risks associated with ME being here for 4 years?

MC

He can be too close. 

SM

In what way?

MC

I any organisation there are ways that you work. I’m sure at university x, there are ways you do things, even if they are a bit silly, that is the way you do it. And there is a danger of taking that on board and accepting the failings. You have to be prepared to stand back, and keep doing that. Hopefully that is part of DM’s and University Xs role in that there management of the project is to constantly put pressure on ME to achieve the academic side and also to keep looking outside of the square.

SM

What about the knowledge ME is gaining and the fact that once he has finished his PhD he may no longer stay at company 8?

MC

That’s a potential risk, but it’s a potential risk for everybody isn’t it? We could employ a roll designer tomorrow and they could work for us for 5 years and then get a job with somebody else.

SM

But you have a confidentiality agreement with them? 

MC

Not with ME, with university x but not with ME. With individuals unfortunately that is the nature of the beast. You have to accept that. Even if you have a confidentiality agreement with an employee, I signed a confidentiality agreement with company 8 but there is a limit from what they can and cant let me do. They cannot stop me from getting a job with a competitor, and they cant take my brain out! If I said to a customer that we have this price and they could prove that I was colluding to take work away from company x…but when you talk about knowledge, that is quite a cloudy subject. So we have to make sure that the offer to any person is good enough that they wouldn’t want to do that. But that is the same for everybody. We all have knowledge in some way, shape of form. 

SM

You mentioned last time an occasion where someone went of with a customer list 

MC

Yes

SM

What happened, how much data do you keep about customers?

MC

We have a customer relationship management tool, which is a database which was initially quite ambitious and had a lot of information about them. Now it’s a bit more basic.

SM

What information did it have?

MC

Initially it had information about their preferences, do they like to go for a drink, do they not …

SM

So not just names and addresses?

MC

Oh no, if you are a sales person and you go and visit a customer you need to know about that person. What they like / dislike. Some people like to go and be entertained, some are abhorrent to that! 

SM

Is that individuals not organisations?

MC

Its individuals. And which individual reports to whom. Again its very important to know who is the important person to talk to. But then we cut that information down It was difficult to maintain. My experience of databases is that unfortunately unless you have clear owners of a database everybody doesn’t want to do it / maintain it. We used to have a big load of filing cabinets with a folder for every product that was ever created. Some of the folders were nicely maintained and some others were not, depending on the person. That’s maintaining a database. There a lots of databases that companies get involved in be they ERP systems, CRM, or profile databases and you have to make sure there is clearly a manager of that database. And its clearly decided and defined for the person who has to maintain it. And what was not maintained with the CRM tool was who was there to maintain it, and tracking that. And its partly management and its partly enforcement. 
SM

Did you have a manager

MC

We had a sales person who was trying to implement that but its actually pushing through and managing it.

SM

So that doesn’t exist anymore?

MC

It exists but we have curtailed it to maintain the most basic information. So its about individuals, companies and who they report to. And what happens if whenever they have any contact with that person, we record that in the data. What we then have is a sales funnel. If you have a new set of tools, the cost of tools could be £200,000. so its not a decision that is going to be made like that. It’s a process that happens over many weeks, we could be developing the profile, we could be analaysing the profile, and the order value over years could be an order value of millions of pounds therefore there is a lot of work that goes on in the background before you physically get the order for the tools. 

RC

Do you do development work with all your customers?

MC

Not all, it depends upon the customer. You sometimes get a situation where a customer wants everything, they want you to do everything. So here we have testing facilities, where we can test our products, we have engineers who will solely design products for them. The customer themselves may have very specific ideas about what they want, or they may be customers who say, I don’t really know what I want, here is a blank sheet of paper. But its got to be this, it has to do this, could you come and help me? So we have to work with our customers. But that’s a value added element to us, so we can design products so we know we can manufacture them easily and we know we can make money out of them. 

SM

Do you learn from customers during that process?

MC

Yeah. We learn about systems. We learn about markets. We learn about other trades which gives us opportunities to explore other products that we could manufacture. I guess its different skills. So we have structural engineers now as we do a lot of building products. So we have to change our organisation and start recruiting people that don’t just design machines and roll tools. We have to employ different types of engineers. So we do use the information in that sense, we use it to maximise our profit if you like. We also realise that we have to change as an organisation in order to meet what the customer wants.
RC

So how do you share that knowledge within the organisation?
MC

That information we probably don’t. it is probably retain within certain key individuals again. And these are the individuals that tend to put it into place. So we have a technical sales engineer, and he is probably one of the main sources of contact for feeding information in, and he would be the main source of contact for anybody else in the organisation.

RC

Do you think the organisation would benefit from more open sharing of that information?

MC

I think there are benefits but you also have to appreciate what peoples roles are. 

SM

In what way?

MC

Say you are developing a new product. A customer will come and talk to you about developing that. They will have for instance, contact with a sales person. Now the sales people often have an engineering background of some sort but technical may not know some of the answers. They have to chack the commerciality of the job, that is there role. They may then incorporate a technical engineer to look at the design of the product, from the aspect of its use, or its manufacture, so they need to pick the right engineer to do that. So it would be fantastic if the sales engineer could do everything but in reality its impractical. Their time is taken filling the role on the commerciality side therefore its picking the right people to do the right jobs almost.
SM

Do you think the information you get from customers is reliable?

MC

No (laughs). It depends on the information. You can get information about the market place which tends to be more reliable. You may not get clear information about what they physically want. Part of the reason is they may tell us one thing, tell our competitors another thing …

SM

How do you assess that?

MC

Its based on trust. Often if a customer comes to us, the customer has a demand. They need a roll form product. They are cutting their nose of if they give us the wrong information for the product. We appreciate that if they want us to work for them they want to get it as cheap as possible but they should also have some inkling that we also want to make some money out of it. And they will pass that product on into a system or whatever where they will make some money from it. Its just having that relationship and having those clear boundaries. 
SM

Do you share knowledge with them.

MC

Yes we will explain our process. We wont give them the skill of actually doing it themselves. But if you don’t explain to the customer, because we have a specialised manufacturing process. We wouldn’t take an order ‘ can you manufacture me two sections please’ because the minimum rolling we would have is 3000 meters. So you have to explain to people that this is not a machine you switch on and of this is something you set, you do. For instance the sales manager I just had a chat with, big big customer who manufactures for the building industry for partition walls. And part of the exercise we have been going through recently is we asked little teams to come down and we will do a presentation to them ‘this is who we are and this is what we do’. They may not directly deal with us but at least they understand what we do. So they can understand who is company 8 …..just general knowledge, and it is important to have that. I studied for a degree in mechanical engineering and I never knew anything about cold roll forming till the day I started here. Id never seen it before in my life. 
SM

But because they are not experts they may not be able to take that information and do something with it.

MC

Maybe not. 

SM

Do you think they get enough information to deliver it to a competitor?

MC

No

SM

Has there been an occasion where they have used information that you have given them as a negotiation chip with a competitor?

MC

Possibly, but that’s more on price rather than on techniques. Its not a specific technical issue. There is a distinction between commercial issues and what they think we are getting the price of steel for. That might be information that might be passed on. You might get information like ‘they appear to be very busy’, we could have a customer say ‘they are doing a lot of building work’, oh are they expanding? 

SM

So you don’t give any information that might have an impact on your competitiveness?

MC

We try not too. 

SM

Has that happened before?

MC

Not that I know of. It may have in the sense…don’t forget that we have links to our competitors through our own people. So there are relationships that occur there. Through trade associations.
RC

Do you use that knowledge about competitors?

SM

We do have information about our competitors. We have who are competitors, and who are the heads of our competitors.
RC

And how do you gather that information?

MC

General knowledge, microfiche, p and ls, (profit and loss accounts), find out a bit about the business. Published accounts will show who are the managing directors and that’s basic information. But they can find that out about us as well.
RC

Do you pay employees to actively search..

MC

No. it would be a by product of something else, such as sales and marketing. The last time we did it was when we had a strategy of where we wanted to be in five years time. We said ok we want to grow the business but to do that we had to understand where we were in the market. What sort of volumes do we roll, what volumes do our competitors roll? Where have they positioned themselves in the marketplace?  You have to understand what direction do they take, for instance we have a very big major competitor who is in Alberry which is about 15 minutes drive from here, and they position themselves slightly differently in the market place then we do. And that’s because they are part of a bigger organisation within Europe. And you can see how they position themselves by what type of work we are competing with them with. We have an idea when we are competing for this customer, with this competitor, for this job but not on this job. So then you start to build up a picture, and that’s just general knowledge and seeing how they work.
SM

Do you every recruit from your competitors?

MC

We do yes. We have in the past taken over competitors as well. But they recruit from us too so…

SM

So what consequences does that have on the organisation?

MC

Both positive and negative. Don’t forget that we are a specialised market place, so you are actually recruiting somebody that has some idea about roll forming! A lot of people that come into the industry have no idea about roll forming at all and therefore if it is good to get someone who has an understanding, and that’s as big as it is. I think it is slightly overplayed that you can recruit someone and they can change your business. Because most of our competitors tend to be mirror images of what we are! I’ve been to competitors in the past and its different colour schemes but its just the same. There isn’t a big advantage from taking an individual from another organisation. It doesn’t have a great impact. I think you can get good individuals and therefore it’s a benefit to your business to get someone who is a good sales rep, or a good engineer, or a good sales manager, or a good production manager. There very good at their job…
SM

Not because they came from a competitor?

MC

No, just because they are good at what they do.

SM

What about if they were a customer of a competitor?

MC

I don’t see that being any benefit or detriment, again it is the individual themselves. I think this goes back to an earlier question. At the end of a students time here if they go of and join another company, it’s the individual themselves.\and that links to the question about the success or failure of a project, it’s the individual. If the individual is pro-active, and works hard. Or if he doesn’t want to commit himself or have a career then it just wont be successful. 
RC

So has recruiting people from universities

MC

Which we don’t do that much of by the way..

RC

Has that replaced apprenticeships?

MC

No, what we do now is recruit apprentices who gain degrees by doing the part time route. We have more people who have got a degree via a part time route than we have people straight from university.

RC

Was that a response to the apprenticeships not being as popular?

MC

Yes slightly. We have a difficulty recruiting 16 year olds. Because at 16 these days there are more advantages to going to college and staying in full time education. We are starting to recruit more people at the age of 18, and then it’s a very big black and white. We tend to have a craft route, which is more hands on and practical and we have a technical route, and they can cross over between the two. And the technical apprentices tend to be a bit brighter, a bit more academic. So at 18 they would be joining us. And then they would start to think, actually I could go and get a degree. And they will be passing their exams…hnd…hnc…and so on, and then at some point they think, I want to get a degree. And it’s a benefit to them and it’s a benefit to us. 

SM

Going back to customers, do you see any risks associated with dealing with customers in general?

MC

I think there are key individuals we would ask to talk to customers. Within our company we have people that we would have confidence in actually going and having a dialogue with a customer. 

SM

Who are these people?

MC

Oh, it could be sales, it could be technical, it could be management. A manufacturing manager should have the ability to go and deal with customers. But we would also encourage supervisors below them to also be involved because they are also involved in that, the manufacturing bit. But what you have to do is gain the confidence that that individual can go, have a dialogue, and have a professional dialogue, with that customer, so that they don’t upset them.
SM

Do these individuals have information about what information they can share with customers…?

MC

They probably have minimum information and that is related to the particular problem. 

SM

Even if they have more, do they know what minimum they need to share with customers?

MC

Yes. That’s part of the judgement of whether you are comfortable taking that person with you to see a customer. It’s knowing when to stop and start I guess. 

SM

So there are restrictions on the type of information they can share?

MC

Yes.

RC

Your sales team, who have the first point of contact with your customers. Do they have specific methods or pro-formas for capturing customer requirements?

MC

Yes they do, as I said before they have what is called a sales funnel. So what they will be looking for is...at some point they have to provide a tooling enquiry form, and on that there are a set of questions they must answer. So they talk around those issues.

RC

Is it at all possible to get a copy of that?

MC

Yes we could get a copy of that. 

SM

So how many levels of communication do you have between the sales people and say the designer?

MC

Its probably only one or two, it’s not that many. Between the designer and the customer, probably one or two individuals. It will be a sales person, sales manager, could be a general manager within our organisation.

SM

What is the benefit of having this middle person?

MC

One is that they are seen as the commercial side to this. I am an engineer, and there are designers. Designers will carry on designing all day long and are really not that interested if we don’t make that much money out of rolling things. Whereas the commercial people are really not interested in how you design the tools, but they want to make lots and lots of money out of it. And the bottom line is the commerciality. Its saying, is it viable for us to tool up for this job, to get the right pricing structure, at the right quantity, to have the right price of material so that every time we roll it we make money. So that is why that person exists. And personality traits means there are very few people that could do both.
SM

Is there a negative side in terms of not passing the right information on?

MC

Yes, there can be. And that is a problem that does actually occur of a regular basis.

SM

Does that occur a lot?

MC

It depends on the commercial person. It depends on their experience. Again its back to the whole thing of knowledge and experience. If you have been doing the job for twenty or thirty years…the sales and marketing director of the whole group actually deals with customers and he will deal with them in a certain way and ask them certain questions and gather the information from them and make a judgement very quickly so he will do a better job than an inexperienced salesman. Unfortunately again it is an experience thing. And what we do try and do is put them through training programmes and going back to that form, saying can you actually answer that form. If you can answer that form, you do a good job. 
RC

Is that internal training

MC

That’s internal training. That’s not saying how to be a good salesman, because that is something we would want to recruit, but its actually saying are you asking the right questions, are you understanding what the customer wants? Do you understand what the potential demand is in the future? Are you getting the commercial structure of this order in place? 

SM

But why not just have direct contact between the customer and the designer after all this commercial stuff has been dealt with?

MC

It’s the response of the designer. You always have to have a commercial judgement with the designer themselves. There should be a team of people really. There should be the designer, the commercial people, all coming together and working together. We have encouraged that in the past but you have to be careful again….dealing with customers is a very strange thing because sometimes the person the sales person is talking to is someone in the organisation. The customer could be a purchasing g person. And he doesn’t want to talk about the tolerances of the roll form product, he wants to know the price. Again the sales person would have to make a decision about who they are actually talking to. They could be a very technical company, and it could be that the customer wants to know every detail about what we are doing. And int hat sense would have an open dialogue with designer.
RC

So when that happens do you link…

MC

Yes we would link up…we would offer a technical service. We pride ourselves in the sense of being able to offer a technical solution. But again it is a judgement be the commercial people and not by the technical people of who is most appropriate person to have contact with.

SM

Is there a down side with that?

MC

The downside of that is getting that judgement right. The downside is pitching that right. It is hard to find out from the customer who is the decision maker.
SM

If you get it wrong what happens?

MC

You can lose the order. You can have a breakdown of communication. You can get the order but the designers do not deliver on time because they do not have the right information.

SM

What do you do prevent these knowledge leakages, is it just the form?
MC

We don’t have anything that’s formalised. But we do try and learn from our mistakes. In the same way as we design a new design for a set of tools for a roll tool, you use all the mistakes you have every made and try and not make them again.

RC

And do you share that internally or is that more personal learning?

MC

That’s a personal thing, that’s …there’s no formalised methods to say hey, we have made a mistake here.

RC

When your sales people are talking to customers and when your customers are in direct contact with your designers, do you ever have any problems due to cultural differences, use of language, working practices…

MC

Yes, 
RC

Can you give any examples?

MC

There are technical terms in the sense of how you describe a roll form product. So there is a Dutch bead, is a full half turn on and a half turn of, there’s a house section, there’s an IB. but one or the other can be the same. So its technical terms about roll form products. 

SM

And how do you deal with that?

MC

Part of what ME is doing is doing a glossary of terms. 

RC

So have you seen that as quite a problem?

MC

Yes, as an issue. To actually provide information. The best example of that is we have a German company within the group, and they actually asked for a glossary of our English terms, of how we describe something. Down to, we call a new set of tools, ‘a job’, and they had problems with that term. What do you mean by a job? And that’s more of a colloquialism that we would all use, I mean job 1359…and they really had a problem with that.
SM

Do you deliberately leak information to competitors via customers?
MC

No, not as far as I am aware. I think there is a danger of being a bit too cute. So no, there is none of that. To me it is a fairly level playing field. The market that we deal with is that we process metal. So we have a coil of material and there is a price that you pay for that coil of material. And we would promote to our customers what the market price is per tonne. So that then they have an appreciation when we put the price up…

RC

Of how much you are charging for your service?

MC

Yeah. So they would have a feel for that. And we do have a dialogue with our competitors as they will be in the same position as us …
RC

So do you talk to them about that element?

MC

Yes, that would be a dialogue that would be done informally or formally, through trade associations. We tend not to work together, but you know…the price of metal is going up, they know the price of metal is going up, and are having the same conversations with their suppliers. And then its about negotiations, about getting the best price, getting the best deal, and building up a relationship with the suppliers of the material, which is then passed onto our customers.
SM
Are any of your customers allowed, even if they have been customers of Hadley for say 7 or 8 years, are they allowed in the drawing office?

MC

Yes, oh yes! Without a doubt yes. If we have a customer the one thing we always do is we walk round with the customer. 

RC

Like you did with us

MC

Yes. We encourage that. In the past we have been quite proud of that, this is the drawing office, this is how you design a set of tools. Depending on the individuals, with yourselves we probably didn’t follow all the systems in place. There are certain individuals where we would say ‘who are they’, and there is a mechanism of actually filling in a form and confirming who you are and ‘are you from Brunel University and what is the relationship? So we would ask questions and if we have a major concern we do have a one page confidentiality agreement they would sign on that day. But again that would be a judgement by a general manager in the company in saying who is the visitor, and if they are concerned about that visitor coming on site, of if they are unsure about that then we would have that signed.
SM

But there are a lot of people around so you wouldn’t know who’s who would you?

MC

We used to

SM

For example if myself and RC were to walk around, would anybody ask?

MC

Probably, they should do. I think in the past they have done, we have had some competitors come on site.

RC

Shall we try it out (laughs)

MC

Yeah! But there’s not many ladies, so there is that! What they should have is that (pass) so the fact that you have that, if you haven’t then you should be questioned. And if somebody does walk on site then there would be a reprimand to the manage of ‘why didn’t you stop them’? 
SM

Have you ever lost business due to transfer of knowledge to a competitor?

MC

Possibly in the past, but that’s over a period of time. Maybe just the design of a profile. Sometimes we do the value added bit of developing a profile and they have taken some of the information that we have done in the development time and given it to somebody else. That does happen.
SM

Was it a big loss?

MC

It wasn’t a significant loss, but again if it is a major job then we may have confidentiality agreements and intellectual property agreements to start with and say if we pass you these drawings then this is our information, we own it, 

SM

So you would have contracts

MC

Contracts or other before we actually have a contract for an order. 

SM

Do you actually design these contracts or do you use sample ones?

MC

That’s done with our own patent lawyers, we would have contact with them and say what is the best way to..

RC

So do you input a lot of money into patents?

MC

Yes. 

RC

And do you find that positive in terms of your competitiveness?

MC

Oh yes. It makes a lot of money for us! We have a patent on one particular process which we licence all the way around the world. 

RC

Is that the ultra-steel?

MC

That’s the ultra-steel. We have now licensed that to the biggest roll-former in the world! And their biggest competitor.

RC

So not everything you do is in-house?

MC

We will licensee that or sell it. Because in the sense of that we are physically not big enough to go to the US and compete with them, and to put down enough rolling mills to roll that section. What we said was the best way for us is that we get a fraction of a pence for every time they roll a meter of it. So its making money for us, and it technically costs us nothing at the time. And in the past because of legal actions we are very vigorous about the way we defend our patents.

RC

Is that a world wide patent then?

MC

Yes, that’s a world wide patent. And we would be very proactive to stop anyone…

SM

Is there any negative consequences associated with that [contracts]?

MC

It’s the time it takes and the initial cost. And maintaining that cost is a judgement that that cost…that the patent is worthwhile.
RC

How do you make that judgement?

MC

It would be done on the potential of orders, it would be on a commercial decision, you would have to make a prediction of what you think you would gain form having that intellectual property.

RC

And who does that within the organisation?

MC

It would be a judgement between two main board directors, the sales and marketing, and technical director. 

SM

So do you have one you use for all customers or do you design them for each customer?

MC

In what sense?

SM

In terms of the non-disclosure agreement.

MC

They would be standard

SM
To save costs?

MC

Yes. To save costs. In the case of intellectual property and patents they would be individual.

SM

Did you say what the negatives parts were?
MC

Time and cost and getting the judgement right.

SM

Do any of your strategic customers get recruited by a competitor?

MC

What do you mean?
RC

Do you have any customers who are strategically very important? Ones that you need to keep?

MC

Oh yes! There are two or three that are major customers. Unfortunately you are always going to have a biggest customer, and then the idea is to build relationships with other customers that have the same level. But there is always a number one, and we do have a number one and it is always…

RC

Do you think that you share knowledge with them differently because they are more strategically important?

MC

Yes we do, for instance we are going through a mechanism now where that customer has actually talked about continuous improvement and about how they work, and they have come to talk to us about this is there strategy for the future, they want to work with us, could you tell us your strategy for the future and what are we doing wrong. So we don’t always have that openness, it depends on the size of the customer, the relationship, the length of time…
RC

And how do you do that? 

MC

That’s done in a formalised sense of having a continuous improvement meeting which normally would happen internally, actually happens between the two parties. Again you have to careful about that because sometimes continuous improvement, or improvement is related to individuals and you cant be so pointed. If you like you have to present your information in a more politically correct way then you would be in a organisation like this.

SM

Would trust come into it?

MC

Yes. And with that customer we have ahd a working relationship of I think about 20 years and they are now worth something in the region of 15million pounds to us. 

SM

So what happens if they move to a competitor?

MC

We lose a lot of money! 

SM

Apart from money, what about that knowledge that you shared with them?

MC

The commercial side is the biggest thing. The knowledge would be limited. We would have a relationship with University X, but University X really wouldn’t start roll forming next week. Because there is a lot more involved in roll forming than even just roll design. There is the right machines, getting the right price for the material, getting the right people. Getting the right operators, there is a lot of stuff related with that. So the information that you are passing to customers, may relate to products, they may have some understanding of your process, but they don’t have to deal with that product everyday. But in the same way we don’t always understand them. Because we haven’t been in their market place everyday.
SM

Do you ever process bids in terms of knowledge that you gain from customers?

MC

Yes. For instance on the most basic level we ask what are they buying the product for today. For instance im dealing with a project at the moment which is a cast iron product and they want to convert it to a roll form so it’s a change of process. And we don’t have any information at this very moment in time but we are trying to gain it. How much does it cost to manufacture in cast iron? So casting it, so then we have some sort of understanding of what we can cost in roll forming. What we do know is that in cast iron you have to more inspection, the quality isn’t as good as ours, so we are already onto an advantage and we can potentially be a bit more expensive. 
SM

So have you won bids in terms of knowledge that you have got from customers?

MC

Yes. 

SM

Have you lost any?

MC

Yes, I would say.

SM

Examples?

MC

Not directly. Probably I think that would be more directed at the commercial, at the sales people, they could give you specifics.

SM

What is the ratio of number of bids won to number of bids put in?

MC

27 out of 100. its pretty good. But don’t forget that when you bid for this you are in a specialised market place. So it will be different in the sense that there will be a lot of feeling out between the two parties …is this viable? Am I onto a winner? Before you go for that bid. And it might be down to one or two individuals. 

SM

What is the proportion of company overheads devoted to contractual departments [confidentiality agreements, patents etc]

MC

In the sense of number of employees or costs and overheads its low, I couldn’t give you an exact figure but it would be low. It would be key individuals who would be having a dialogue about contractual agreements between organisations. And again it would go all the way to a main board. If someone asked us to sign a confidentiality agreement, general managers wouldn’t sign that, they would pass that on to the main board. So that would go right to the top of the organisation. 

SM

How much of your business is dependent on repeat business?

MC

All of it. What, do you mean in the sense of they order one product and then they order it again?
SM

Would they improve it at all?

MC

Roll forming is that you manufacture a set of tools for a specific shape, so you would manufacture the tools, roll that product, and you would have to have some sort of agreement as to the life span of that product. It could be a year, it could be five years. And within that life span you may have a relationship of having some idea where the stell price is going to go and we would track it. And we would change the price in order tot track it. The customer themselves may want to change the product over a period of time. They may come to us first and say, I need to lose some material within my product. Or I have a new competitor in my market place, can we change our product to meet this new competitor. Or I might have a range of products and some will die and some will grow. Typically they want to save on costs, save on the amount of material that is passing through our rolls.
SM

So how much do your customers contribute to having a new product?

MC

Again it depends upon the customer. Some customers will have limited, some will have a lot of involvement. Again it depends on the technicalities of the customer and the people that are involved. If you like our biggest customer, they actually have very limited involvement. What they do is give us a specification, ‘I want to do this, go and design me a product’, so we will do that. Then we come back to them with ideas and they tell us they like it or dislike it or give us alternatives. In fact this relationship has been built on us being able to answer problems. We then have other customers who are very technically aware, we manufacture a lot of drainage products believe it or not and they are very technical and will say we want this, this and this. We want a roll form product that looks like this, we want this dimensional accuracy, we want this tolerance, can you go and do it. Then its less development its just an order, can you physically do it?
SM

Are there any implications of that?

MC

On the positive side it is dependent on our skill of being able to manufacture the product to our customers requirements. 
RC

Am I right in thinking that you have 3 roll form designers?

MC

We have 4 roll form designers, then we have a technical manager and a technical director. 

RC

And do you have certain employees that are selected for these development jobs then the placing order designs. Are some people better at developing a product with a customer?

MC

Yes some are better. The technical manager has the most contact with the customer. One of the roll designers is more experienced and he would possibly have contact.\ and the others have less experience. One of them has just finished his apprentice scheme. So he is moving to just basically designing. So that’s more experience. 
SM

Any idea of the proportion of customers per employee?

MC

Don’t know. 
RC

Have you had occasions where you have created things your customers are not happy with?

MC

Yes.
RC

What is the general reason for that?

MC

Miscommunication. It can be tolerances. It can be a whole variety of things. It can be miscommunication through each stage of design development it can be that the customer changes their mind. It can be that we cant actually produce to the accuracy that they want it to be. They are actually asking for something that is inconceivable to start with. And it tends to be miscommunication and lack of information passing between two parties. 
SM

Because there is no direct contact, because of cultural differences?

MC

Its more people in the middle, its asking the right questions at the right time. Where we have a bigger problem is not delivering on time. Not our manufacturing company, but the sets of the tools to actually manufacture. The manufacturing side is very good. The design of the tools and the machinery that we also do is a bigger problem of actually getting that delivery on time.

RC

Have you made any changes that you can think of to address those customer dissatisfactions?

MC

We have continuous improvement techniques. We try to document where we have made mistakes. With the delivery on time of technical tools we are trying to implement more production management and project management within that. We have lacked that in the past.
RC

And does all that feed back to your roll designers?

MC

Yes. 

RC

Through what sort of mechanism?

MC

They are directly involved in that production management technique so they actually discuss the reason why they deliver late. 

RC

Is that specifically for the project they work on, or is that as a team?

MC

That is a s a team. 

RC

So they learn from each others mistakes as well?

MC

Yes. Its having an open dialogue with them and saying, we are not delivering on time, why are we not, what are the problems, finding out what those problems are and then…
SM

Have you ever encountered illegal knowledge transfer from the company through a customer?

MC

Not that I can think of.

RC

Your staff turn over is quite low?

MC

Yes.

RC

Is it labour where you have the most turnover. In management it is fairly obvious that they have been around for a long time!
MC

Again I couldn’t give you any specifics to that. Again a whole variety, people on the shop floor have been here for 30 years. It would be low around most parts of the business. 

RC

So what are the impacts of people coming into the organisation?

MC

It can be cultural, it can be that they work a certain way. It can be a bit cliquey, because there are lots of people who know everybody and have known everybody for 25 years. And therefore you are not part of that clique. But generally actually it’s a very friendly organisation. It is still very much like a family firm, even though its changing. One of the problems we are having as an organisation know that we no longer have our companies all in the UK we do lose some of that, we are all part of a family. When you have people in Dubai, or Thailand, or Germany they are possibly not part of that organisation, and we have had difficulties in dealing with that. 
RC

In what way?

MC

Just supporting them, and having a dialogue with them and making sure we maximise their potential. Don’t forget again that we manufacture the tolls and the machines and everything for them. And we technically advise on them. But the lines of communication are not always the best, and that is something we are constantly trying to work on, and that is something the company is trying to accept that change.
RC

What in your opinion would be best practice, if you could do anything to make that better?

MC

Its having transparent project management and communication lines. Its having mechanisms in place, be that IT, what ever. But that there are actually clear lines of communication. Which we tend not to have. We are like every organisation, we have problems with communication. 
RC

So when you do have new people coming into the organisation, such as ME, how do you download company knowledge to him?

MC

We drip feed it. We have formal inductions, which give you information about the companies and then we take some time to take them around to the group companies and get them to meet people and encourage them to join in at meetings. And then we drip feed them information over a period of time. We also encourage them to go out and meet people within our organisation. 

SM

How long do you think it will take any employee in terms of time to be as productive…?

MC

Probably six months but it depends upon the role. If it is a very technical role, such as a roll designer, you could be talking 12 months, maybe even a year and a half for them to get up to speed. Even if they are experienced say press tool designers, cos it is so specialised. 
RC

When it comes to people within your organisation sharing knowledge among themselves. Do you think that happens?

MC

It does but in a completely informal way. I know ME has talked about in the past having intranet sites where we all post something to it, that doesn’t occur at all. 

SM

Would you like to do that, do you think it would be beneficial?

MC

In a perfect world it would be nice, but we are not a big enough structure and we possibly don’t have the people in place to do that. If you have worked here for 25 years posting to say this is the best way of doing this really doesn’t help! But it is something we are going to have to confront in the sense that we are changing as an organisation. And passing information, and means of passing that information throughout the organisation is very important to us. I would like to work towards a method for that, I am unconvinced you will ever get the perfect …everybody is contributing to knowledge. 
RC

Does the organisation initiate social gatherings?

MC
Yes. We have recently won the queens award for enterprise and I think in about a month from now we are going to the black country museum and it is just open to company 8 on the night. That’s the whole company. All 400 and odd employees are invited to go. 
RC

Do you think social gatherings have any implications for knowledge sharing?
MC

Maybe not, more cultural. I know certain organisations play 5-aside football and so on. I think they used to do that more and then we stopped. We used to have much more interaction between the companies. But they are trying to encourage that again now. We have a newsletter and we try to encourage people to put in more personal information. I don’t think you gain a lot of knowledge transfer in terms of technical knowledge, I think you gain knowledge about the people and who they are, what makes them tick. 

RC

You have recently had someone retire, 

MC

RH will retire in about 11 months time. 

SM

And who is he?

MC

He is the director of this company.

SM

What about PH

MC

Oh yes, sorry, PH has retired, PH junior. He was managing director of the company he is now a non-executive chairman. And our finance director ST is now the managing director. 

RC

What sort of effect has that had on the company, him retiring?

MC

None.

SM

Why is that, even though he has been here for so many years?

RC

Because what they were trying to do was to actually put into place mechanisms so that there is no change to ST being promoted, there are no changes
RC

That’s really interesting how did…

SM

When did you start that mechanism?

MC

It started by actually discussing with people and telling people what was physically going to happen.

SM

Did he initiate this?

MC

Yes. And ST as well. But equally, actually a change at the top actually has less of an impact then some of the other roles within the organisation. That was initiated about 6 months ago. What was happening was more the mechanism of saying someone is going to retire. This is the plan, this is what we are going to try and do, making people aware of what was happening in the future. 
SM

Was this initiated as a result of you guys being aware of this knowledge capture system?

MC

No. it was just naturally the fact that somebody wanted to retire and we had to communicate that to people. 
RC

Did the person who replaced him shadow him for a while?

MC

No, he was a member of the main board for a long period of time anyway. There has been no real shadowing but what there has been is a transfer of responsibilities  and duties and that was within that organised handover period. 

RC

And am I right in thinking that PH is still around?

MC

He actually lives in Dubai now, but we have video conferencing facilities so he does have a link to here. 

RC

And do you find that’s necessary?

MC

Its minimal, its more just having that contact. But again that position does not have much direct relevance to a lot of people in the organisation. And the big push of communication means there is no change. 

RC

Has it had any positive affects?

MC

Yes. There is a push to promote that managers should be managing more. For instance in certain specifics of the business. And the promotion that managers should make those decisions rather than PH making that decision is actually a positive.

RC

Do you have any positive or negative experiences of people leaving the organisation temporarily?
MC

Yes, we do. We have certain IT people who are key and they leave us and are not here physically. We have certain key designers and developers who are really key to us as they have a really specialist skill and if their not here that creates a problem for us. 
RC

What do you do to help with that?

MC

We have started going down the route of having standard operating procedures. And if there is a mechanism that is done in a standard way, we can refer to a documented method. That is something we are trying to physically do. Also making sure there are people trained to make cover. So we have tried to actively recruit people who will replace, and with the IT people again making sure that if there is a specialised skill there, there is someone else in the IT department who can cover that.

SM

It is mostly male here isn’t it

MC

Yes it most certainly is!

SM

So you haven’t experienced any maternity leave then?

MC

Yes we have actually in the IT. That was with our accounting system. And there is a lady there who is actually on maternity leave now. And that just reduces the resources and resources are valuable to answer problems and to push projects forward. 

RC

Have you felt that impact then?

MC

I haven’t personally. But I think some parts of the organisation have.

RC
People going on holiday you obviously have warning, but sickness and paternity leave I suppose, do you find that quite detrimental?

MC

It can be detrimental but its like with everything. PH has been on holiday before and hasn’t been here for two weeks, but the company doesn’t stop! And it’s the same thing, you have to work means and ways around it and solve the problems. The way that we would deal with say holidays and things is we do have structures where by certain people cant clash with other individuals. So we try and make sure there are people in place. You still maybe don’t have that complete expertise on site but you can get through the job. 
RC

Do you organise the work in company 8 to promote knowledge sharing within the organisation?

MC

No. in what sense?
RC

Project teams, multi-disciplinary working, 

MC

There is an element of multi-discipline. We do try and get parties working together. If we design a set of tools we will try and document and put in as much information to communicate that through. But I would suggest there were weaknesses and again that is partly what ME is here to do. To foster communication between the people who manufacture the tools and the people who use the tools. 

RC

Can you explain why that is a negative and how it would improve things?

MC

It can affect the commerciality of a job, the time it takes to set up a job, it can effect the quality of a job. So if you are not actually passing on information about how you should set these rolls for this machine…its as basic as that. But that can occur within each company, one person can be very good, and then someone else tries to set it and there’s a problem, so again its providing those links of communication. That’s where the problem is. Its how we set, how we manufacture.
SM

To what extent does company 8 practise employee involvement in company strategies?

MC
Probably limited. Although I do know there are strategy discussions at this moment in time. That is also a result of the new director, to discuss future strategies, future directions. That would start at the main board and that would filter down to general manager, director general manager and to the companies. They may involve a certain management team. So for instance we have developed a new personal development review for our employees and we picked out a management team to develop that. Who then report back to the GDM who report back to the managers. So we have picked out a management team. So that’s specific. That’s maybe not strategic thinking but it is a key thing we need to do as an organisation. 

SM

What implications does that have for the organisation?

MC

Negative is that you are not getting the opinion of everyone who is dealing with the problems day to day. The positive you do have to have a clear direction of where you are taking the organisation and sometimes decision by committee can slow things down and create a lot of weaknesses. It is vital that you have a clear direction. 
RC

ME mentioned that once you have finished with your tooling that you separate them when you scrap them, why is that?

MC

There is scrap value in some of the material that is involved in the rolls themselves so that is of value to us. Equally they take up physical space. I could take you over the road and I could show you a whole rack of tools which we should scrap. And it creates confusion, tools can get lost if you have more tool sets. MEs database has 3000 tools about on site and each set is made up of about 40 or 50 rolls so there is a lot of rolls involved.
SM

Has that got anything to do with them being critical information to the organisation?

MC

No
SM

You don’t think anybody could do anything with them if they were to take them?

MC

One they are designed for our machines, so they have a certain bore diameter, they would be a number of passes, because we make our own machines we can make however many sets you want it to be. We have that infinite flexibility. So a competitor could say oh there is a set of rolls to manufacture this product, which would take a long time to work out, you would have to scan the rolls and work backwards. But they may not have a machine to physically put all the rolls on. 
RC

You must have critically sensitive information, be it paper based or tool based. What do you do with that once it is not in use?
MC

Good question! Certain elements of technical information are archived. Financial and commercial information is kept for a period of time and then will be destroyed. So that’s how I would answer that. Technical information we try to keep as much as we possibly can. We actually keep it. 
RC

Final question from me – are there different implications for sharing knowledge in the UK, and in Dubai or Thailand?

MC

Yes. Because technically we can go and visit the machines, we can have a dialogue. We do have a weakness in the way we present information and detail information and that is something we are working on, developing standard operating procedures or documentation for ‘total production maintenance’.  We are trying to work on our mechanism for documenting information. We need to document more, we need to physically write things down. To pass onto people.
RC

So are you finding that has negative consequences at the moment?

MC

It is negative at the moment because we don’t do it very well. 
RC

What consequences does that have?

MC

One is poor performance at that site locally and lack of production and lack of competitive edge if you like. Reduction in the capabilities of the company itself. Again it depends on the individual though, sometimes if someone will rise to the surface, if they have got a problem they will sort it themselves…which is a positive! But its often that they will go round a big learning curve to get back there!
RC

And have you put a time scale to address these problems?

MC

No we haven’t, it is just a key goal for us. And it comes from here, which is the technical centre. We have over the next 12 months if you like key goals of communication  and we are at the moment developing how we can measure that. 
SM

Do you think there are any knowledge leakage routes related to customers that we haven’t mentioned?

MC

No. 

