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Holding it all together required 
supervisors, and lots of  them. Every 
crew for each shift throughout the 
plant had what amounted to a "straw 
boss" who maintained order and 
called the shots. They were there to 
do the thinking, and the workers were 
there to do what they were told – end 
of  discussion. There were three more 
levels of  supervisors on top of  the 
shift managers, keeping an eye on 
them and doing the real thinking I 
suppose.

This is how Taylor's scientific 
management played out in industry. The 
result was a system of  work that was 
horribly restrictive, inflexible, and 
filled with uninvolved workers and 
disinterested managers. No wonder 
the practice collapsed under its own 
weight.

The design team verified what we 
already suspected; the work design 
itself  must be recast. To do it right we 
decided to start with a clean sheet of  
paper as if  we were just starting up 
the business.

It was fantastic! We began by 
rethinking how the process operated, 
what needed to happen, and when it 

needed to happen, without regard for 
how it had been done before. We 
weren’t ignoring wisdom from the 
past; we were reconsidering 
everything from a "total task" point of 
view. Each work item plan included 
not only the immediate physical 
operation to execute the task, but also 
equipment maintenance, decisions 
required, reports issued, quality and 
cost monitoring, safety standards, and 
all the information required to 
accomplish the total task.

As we reorganized the work, we 
named the new collections of  tasks 
"skill blocks." This became the 
identifier for logical units of  work in 
our new system. We defined skill 
blocks for operational/process tasks, 
maintenance tasks, administrative 
tasks, and leadership tasks. For each 
skill block we attached an inventory of 
skills required to do the work and the 
training and qualification standards 
necessary to become "certified" in the 
skill block.

"Certification" was important in 
our thinking as a way to assure that 
each person really had the skills to 
perform the work. If  that meant more 

training time for one person relative 
to another we agreed that would be 
acceptable up to a point. If  someone 
couldn't master a new skill block, we 
would handle that case by case.

At this point we had a new design 
for our basic work process and it was 
good – but not good enough. If  we 
left it at that we would have little 
more than an upgraded version of  
our old job classification system. It 
was going to take more than that to 
lift us above the competition.

This is where the Cottage shines. 
The organizations of  the Cottage 
industry are small, family-oriented, 
and multi-skilled. The principles we 
agreed to follow affirmed that "things 
happen best when we work together" 
and "we care for each other and 
demonstrate mutual support and 
respect" and "we see a network of  
teams functioning with all the skills 
and knowledge to handle their part of 
the business."

Why couldn't we organize our skill 
blocks in such a way as to facilitate 
teams that would possess all the skills 
necessary to handle most of  what they 
would encounter on a day-to-day 
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basis? We began to call the concept 
"the fully functioning team." It was a 
design characteristic that would 
facilitate our return to the Cottage.

Developing the concept, we 
conceived teams with the mix of  skill 
blocks that would enable them to 
meet most day-to-day challenges in 
operations, maintenance, 
administration, and leadership. Each 
team would be able to cover its own 
schedule, manage work absences (sick 
days and vacations) and coordinate 
safety, training and project work as 
needed.

The design was beginning to 
appeal to everyone; it looked quite 
different from other work systems they 
had seen. We needed just one or two 
more elements to make it work.

One was cross-training our 
workforce. We didn't want a system in 
which a person only knew one 
operation. In order to make this fully 
functioning team concept work, each 
person needed to learn at least two 
skill blocks – a few would learn more. 
Cross training would create the 
flexibility necessary for the team to 
really be a team and complete all of  

the tasks we wanted 
them to accomplish.

The other 
element had to do 
with leadership. We 
didn't want to have 
one person on the 
team become "the leader" because 
that would merely replicate the “straw 
bosses” we already had. Our site visits 
confirmed that straw boss leadership 
failed to achieve the kind of  
teamwork we wanted.

We began to think about the 
relationship of  a sports team and 
coach. The coach does not play the 
game, he or she helps the team 
prepare and then coaches from the 
sidelines. Team leaders – often more 
than one – provide direction on the 
field. These players relay the coach's 
direction or give direction on their 
own or a combination of  both.

As we worked with this metaphor, 
I thought about how similar it was to 
the Cottage businesses where I grew 
up. My father was the coach. When 
new people joined the team, Dad 
interacted with them directly to get 
them started, then turned them over 

to an older hand for further 
development. These older hands were 
his "on the field" leaders and he 
placed total trust in them to 
accomplish the work and provide 
exemplary leadership to newcomers.

We developed a similar approach 
with our teams at Foley in a concept 
we called "shared leadership." 
Typically, on any given team there 
would be an individual responsible for 
communications, another for safety, a 
third for quality, and a fourth for 
training. These weren't full time roles; 
each team leader blended his or her 
oversight into the daily routine. If  a 
safety, quality, training or 
communication issue arose the team 
knew who would provide leadership 
to resolve it. Additionally, one of  these 
leaders would also assume a role of  
overall coordination, a ‘team leader’, 
also rotated and normally not needed 

We didn't want to have one person 
on the team become “the leader” 
because that would merely replicate 
the “straw bosses” we already had.
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as long as the team functioned 
smoothly – but there if  it was needed.

The roles were not permanent; 
they rotated among the team 
members, giving everyone a chance to 
try their hand. Of  course, some 
handled leadership better than others. 
The ones who led easily in any area, 
tended to do it more. If  they weren't 
assigned to a leadership role when a 
problem surfaced, they acted as 
backups, creating greater depth in our 
fully functioning team concept.

This radically changed the 
existing straw boss supervision from 
command and control to coaching 
with a primary responsibility to 
develop individuals and the team as a 
unit. This meant developing a 
training approach for new roles with 
coaching and mentoring provided by 
the most accomplished team 
members.

Our objective was that hourly 
workers would be much more 
engaged in the full range of  work, 
including solving problems, making 
operational decisions, improving 
procedures and providing leadership. 
Our existing first level managers 

would transition to new roles, 
merging with the next level of  
management to reduce one level of  
hierarchy and simplify the system 
even more.

The final adjustment to make the 
new design work really well was 
changing the pay system from a 
specific dollar amount for each “job” 
to a “pay for skills” system that 
supported what we were trying to 
achieve. What we wanted was a 
system in which people stretched 
themselves to acquire a greater range 
of  skills to support their team’s ability 
to meet our business objectives.

We had redesigned the work into 
skill blocks to align the work with the 
skills necessary to do the work. In the 
pay for skills concept, as more skill 
blocks were attained (we built in 
regular assessments to assure the skills 
were maintained at the standard 
required for certification), hourly 
employees could progress through 
seven pay levels.

This did not mean that everyone 
would move to the top. Each fully 
functioning team would have a 
predetermined number of  skill blocks 

and, typically, a few individuals would 
be required for each skill block in 
each shift to provide flexibility for 
absence, vacation and training. 
Staying current in more than two or 
three skill blocks would be difficult, so 
only the most adept employees would 
be able to handle more. Thus, the 
most versatile team members would 
reach the highest pay levels and, 
though a strong individual might be 
held up for a while, the variety of  
paths to pay progression meant it 
would not take nearly as long as in the 
old system. Balanced against 
improved productivity, this would be a 
win/win.

Now we had the key concepts to 
facilitate growth toward our vision for 
the future. We had radically 
redesigned our work system including 
how work would be done, the 
organizational structure for doing it, 
what leadership would look like, and 
how the pay system would support it 
all. We were poised for our return to 
the Cottage.
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From Concept to Reality
We had a concept – a pretty good 

idea of  what we intended to do and 
where we intended to go. It was time 
to translate the concept into reality. 
We determined four requirements for 
moving forward:

First, we needed to build out the 
framework we had for each skill block. 
We needed detail in terms of  the 
specific competencies required, the 
approaches and systems we would use 
to train and develop these abilities, 
and the standards to which they 
would be certified. And we needed 
reach a final determination on the 
number of  skill blocks allocated to 
each team.

We broke the design team down 
into groups, each representing a basic 
business unit based on a specific 
technology. The work groups 
recruited a few more representatives 
from their business units to assure 
well-rounded input and broaden 
ownership of  the end product. We 
estimated as many as one hundred 
people involved in this portion of  the 
design – most on a part time basis; we 
still had a business to run.

The second requirement was 
negotiating a new labor contract to 
accurately represent our new vision, 
principles and work design. This 
moved smoothly because we had 
engaged the union from the 
beginning and directly involved a 
hundred people in the new design. 
When it came time to vote on the new 
contract, it was overwhelmingly 
approved on the first ballot.

The third requirement was a 
development approach for team 
leaders. To be honest, we didn't do so 
well here. We gave it a "lick and a 
promise" which served us okay at the 
beginning of  the transition; but we 
found it necessary to return to the 
subject soon after launching the new 
system. On the second go we refined 
an excellent approach for developing 
leaders including effective assessment, 
development planning, follow up and 
coaching/mentoring. In retrospect, I 
think this is the most important 
ingredient in establishing a new 
work/business system. We got away 
with doing less in the beginning 
because we had several managers who 
had already experienced the type of  

system we were working to create. 
That is not always the case and it is 
quite often the reason attempts like 
ours fail.

The fourth requirement was a 
transition plan, a bridge from the old 
system to the new (specifically from 
the job classification system to our 
team based skill block system). Our 
plan had to provide incentives for 
individuals to make the transition 
quickly while allowing for the basic 
differences from person to person.

Together, we developed an 
excellent approach that included an 
assessment of  current skills, a 
development plan to acquire new 
skills (almost everyone needed 
additional skills), a certification system 
to assure these additional skills, and a 
fair timetable for attaining new skill 
blocks. Once an individual acquired 
the skills needed, he or she 
transitioned to the appropriate level in 
the new system.

The new level, at least for the first 
individuals to transition (generally the 
most capable workers), typically 
provided a higher rate of  pay. Those 
who could not transition at a higher 
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rate were aiming at an equivalent rate 
with the opportunity to progress from 
there. We built in a provision that 
those who could not transition at an 
equivalent rate would be placed on 
the level most closely corresponding 
to their skill attainment. We allowed 
three years for employees to acquire a 
skill block certification; in hindsight I 
believe one to two years would have 
also been workable.

With each of  these four 
requirements ready to go we were 
poised to launch our transition to the 
future we envisioned. To mark the 
start of  this journey, and assure that 
each business unit was prepared, we 
established a Rite of  Passage 
ceremony.

Each business unit had to have 
their design detail completed and 
approved by the original design team 
and me as the plant manager. We 
were looking for the beginning of  
teamwork supporting our basic 
business process, so each unit had to 
present two examples of  team 
interaction to improve the business in 
the form of  a problem solved or an 
upgrade in their business process.

When a business unit met those 
requirements, we scheduled a meeting 
where a representative group met 
with the original design team for a 
final review of  their efforts. Upon 
agreement by the design team that 
the business unit was ready, we gave 
the green light to begin the transition. 
By this point there was enough 
conversation and understanding 
within and between the business units 
that each of  the final reviews resulted 
in passage on the first try.

So, the transition began, with a 
good bit of  fanfare. The fanfare did 
not last long as the work of  improving 
the performance of  an aging pulp 
mill while at the same time 
overhauling the work system was 
plenty challenging for everyone 
involved. Some days it seemed like 
overhauling the engine in an over-the-
road diesel big rig, while continuing a 
freight run at 70 miles an hour. It was 
exhilarating!

Addendum: Vision Statement 
for P&G’s Foley, Florida 
Operation
WE HAVE A DREAM

We, the people of  the Foley 
business, have a dream. We see a total 
business system which is fully 
integrated from pine seeds to high 
value products such as filters, plastics, 
rayon tire cord, rayon filament for 
"silk like" garment products and a 
variety of  absorbent products. Our 
capability to deliver these products 
has been increased to over 500M tons 
through a capacity increase on our 
number two mill. We see a network of 
teams functioning with all the skills 
and knowledge to handle their part of 
the business. Many teams have broad, 
multi-disciplined involvement with 
Product Development, Sales, Finance, 
Process and Operational functions. 
We even have several special project 
teams in which we have customers 
and suppliers participating. In 
addition, we see a new level of  
teamwork among all the diversities at 
Foley: blacks and whites, men and 
women, young and old — all are 
working together, and barriers 
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between us no longer exist. Every 
member of  our business feels 
personally valued. We see real 
meaning in our work and we see our 
ideas becoming reality. Each of  us 
believes that we have made a 
significant contribution to our 
business and because of  this we have 
a competitive advantage.

The community in which our 
product supply facilities are located is 
a model for the region. It is 
recognized for its educational system, 
health care, and recreational 
opportunities. Economic development 
has brought in other companies that 
provide employment and a high 
standard of  living for our neighbors 
and families. Our land and facilities 
have changed significantly over the 
past 10 years. Our "slash pine" trees 
continue to produce "the" superior 
fiber in our industry and our timber 
lands contribute to the production of  
amazingly uniform pulp products. 
Recreational use of  our land has 
grown in ways that increase our profit 
and make it an important part of  the 
economy of  our region. We are 
recognized environmental leaders in 

Florida through our continued 
commitment to excellent performance 
and needed change.

Our plant facility is modern and 
like new, even though portions are 
nearly 50 years old. Traffic patterns 
have been relocated such that what 
used to be a congested mill road is 
now a pedestrian mall with grass, 
trees, and sidewalks the full length of  
the plant. The plant is quiet and odor 
free. Material deliveries and product 
shipments are now handled at points 
around the perimeter. With our 
modernized finishing and distribution 
area, we are able to move product 
directly from the paper machines 
through our finishing equipment to a 
container, which then is shipped 
direct to a customer any place in the 
world. Damage has been eliminated. 
Speaking of  customers, we can tune 
into their operations at any time to 
check how last weeks production is 
doing in their process — they, of  
course, can do likewise with us. They 
see our fibers as their competitive 
advantage. We have virtually no 
surprises since all operations are in 
statistical control.

Our business results are "world 
class." Our profits and cash flows are 
predictable and among the highest in 
the pulp and paper industry. We make 
quick, data based financial decisions. 
Our business is managed so that the 
cash generated is sufficient to meet 
our capital investment needs, reward 
ourselves for our role in achieving 
world class results, and provide a good 
return to all stockholders. A key 
ingredient in our success is high 
quality strategic business plans, which 
are developed by a cross-section of  
employees from all disciplines and are 
deployed to all people.

Our business is impressive, and we 
are very proud of  our progress. The 
most exciting thing that has 
happened, however, was the 
ceremony that recently occurred right 
here when the President awarded us 
"the prize." That's the sort of  thing 
that made all of  the work of  the past 
10 years worth it.   
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