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Preface

The auto industry of the last thirty years has not been for the faint of
heart. The U.S. domestic industry, in particular, has been in continuous transformation for most of that time period. The modern auto
business is one of the few truly global industries. Today, there are
more similarities than differences in the product designs, materials
used, and processes of manufacture among the global competitors.
Yet, significant differences are found in the various results of each.
Success is difficult and eludes many.
I began working in the car business as a young engineer over
three decades ago. As I prepare to retire from a senior leadership
position at General Motors (GM), I look back on a career that never
lacked for challenges and opportunities. I come from a family of
autoworkers. My father was an hourly employee who provided for
his family by working in the factory every day for over forty years. My
first engineering assignments started on those same factory floors.
My extensive plant experience has given me a unique perspective
from which to consider the waves of change that buffet the domestic automakers. I have seen incredible acts of initiative and selfless
contributions from hundreds of employees like my father. The value
of their conscientious acts could be counted into the many millions
of dollars. Yet I have seen firsthand the errors and acts of waste of
demotivated workers as well. Both groups entered the work force
to do their very best. At one time, they all shared the same excitement and sense of wonder at how cars and trucks are produced. Yet,
somewhere along the way, that excitement was lost for some and
replaced with boredom, apathy, and—at times—resentment. Like
my colleagues, I have read much on manufacturing and workers.
Some of what I have read has been insightful. Much of it is of little
use to the supervisor or manager on the front lines of the factory
floor attempting to deal with these circumstances.
The Lansing Delta Township facility is GM’s newest American
assembly plant at the time of this writing. The location, building,
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facilities, and tools represent the latest manufacturing technology
from around the world. Yet the work force is men and women from a
combination of several older and closed facilities in central Michigan.
It is a work force from one of the most strongly unionized areas of the
country. During a routine review of the project, a simple question was
asked: What’s the plan for the people? We had spent hours reviewing
details related to the physical attributes of the plant but much less
time on the preparations related to the readiness of the work force.
All present at the review recognized that the men and women who
would someday staff the facility were the real key to success of this
billion-dollar investment. Future meetings would review reporting
relationships and team sizes, as well as other metrics, but how would
we prepare the people to work together? How would we create a culture of world-class safety, quality, and productivity?
The answer would come from the unlikely source of cultural anthropology in the person of a dedicated scientist from GM Research. In
addition to the best practices found in management texts, the study
brought to our effort a process that created learning events from the
very problems and issues that we hoped to avoid. These events, often
unseen, can sow the seeds of future distrust and disruption and—
ultimately—demotivate portions of the work force. This effort has
generated a set of lessons and tools that continue to grow and bear
fruit. When I began my career as a manufacturing engineer, I had a
keen interest in understanding how to reliably reproduce a particular
result or product. I am grateful to Dr. Elizabeth Briody not only for
her contribution to the successful launch of a world-class manufacturing team but also for her documentation of these efforts in such a way
that others can reproduce these results to the benefit of the teams of
which they are a part.
Troy A. Clarke
President of GM North America
September 13, 2009
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