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Working Together, Working 
Smarter in Teams 
With its array of systems and processes, the automotive industry is 
an ideal candidate for team-led projects.
 
by Kathleen N. Crighton 

E
ven at midday, the floor 
of the Ford Motor Co. 
assembly plant in 
Hapeville, Ga., was 
shrouded in semidark­

ness, lit only by occasional distant 
spotlights. But in the darkness , 
thousands of people milled around, 
talking and laughing and pulling 
cans of soft drinks from large cool­
ers of crushed ice. Men and women 
in jeans and T-shirts took a welcome 
break from the workday routine as 
they waited for the big event. 

It was a moment the crowd had 
anticipated for months - as long as 
38 months for those who had 
worked on the project from the be­
ginning. The first redesigned 1996 
Taurus and Sable models were 
about to roll off the production line 
at the Atlanta assembly plant. 

Amid explosions and smoke and 
camera flashes, the curtains parted, 
and the two cars emerged to cheers 
usually reserved for a triumphant 
football team. 

This moment was no less a tri­
umph for Team Taurus. Its 700 
members, including 120 "product 
specialists" from Hapeville and its 
sister plant in Chicago, represent 
perhaps the year's most visible ex­
ample of successful teamwork in the 
automotive industry. Nevertheless, 
teams both large and small are hard 
at work on all sorts of projects for 
vehicle interiors and exteriors. 

Making a difference 
Not all jobs are suited to the con­
cept of working in teams, nor are all 
employees. Sometimes it makes 
more sense to be a lone wolf than a 

Executive Summary 

• Teamwork is an idea that suits the auto industry well. because ho one per­
son can build a car. It takes the combined input of many specializations to 
create a vehicle. 

• Team members should represent diverse disciplines. from the finance 
office to the factory floor, and include both men and women. union and man­
agement. OEM and suppliers. 

• Having team members work in close physical proximity can spurthe devel­
opment of ideas and solutions to problems. 

• Going to a team approach means changing the corporate culture. Once 
achieved, it's not likely the company will go back to its old ways. 

pack. But teamwork is an idea that 
suits the auto industry well: No one 
person can build a car. Leadership 
and vision are important, yes, but 
the concentrated input of many spe­
cializations can create a vehicle ­
or a part , a system or a process ­
that no one person could have de­
veloped. 

"There are lots of examples where 
one person wants to make a differ­
ence," says consultant A. Sandy 
Munro, president, Munro & Associ­
ates lnc., Troy, Mich. Unfortunately, 
he says, it 's not always a good dif­
ference. 

"It's not [always] like a John F. 
Kennedy makes a difference; it's like 
a Hitler makes a difference. That 
kind of situation really can kick the 
daylights out of productivity, prof­
itability and the ultimate success of 
the company. Teamwork is best." 

Munro worked for Ford on the 
original Team Taurus in the early 
1980s under the leadership of the 
late Lew Veraldi. What impressed 
him most about that assignment? 
"It was the first time we totally 
broke away from the traditional way 
of doing business," he says. The 
team included representatives of 
groups that had never had any sig­
nificant input in vehicle develop­
ment before - from hourly workers 
to dealers. 

Today, as a consultant, Munro 
goes into companies to conduct 
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The 100members of Team Taurus are responsible for tbe redesigned 199& Ford TauruslMercury Sable. The team includes 120product spe­
cialists from plants in Hapeville, Ga., and Chicago, where the vehicles arebuill 

workshops on teaming and spread 
the Design for Assembly (DFA) 
gospel he learned at Ford. Key to 
this philosophy is looking for ways 
to reduce the number of parts and 
increase the reliability of a product. 
With DFA, fewer parts can translate 
into easier assembly and fewer 
things to go wrong. 

Team diversity 
Munro is adamant about building 
diversity into a team: not just engi­
neers and designers, but representa­
tives from finance and purchasing, 
assemblers and executives . And 
women: "If you don't have women 
on a team, you miss the boat on 
people who think differently," he 
says. 

Team members are allowed to 
think differentl y, but Munro prefers 
them to look alike - or at least get 
rid of the class differences posed by 
suits and ties. "That's a differentia­
tor from those who have and those 
who have not," he says. "We want 
everyone to feel like an equal." 

If union members are part of a 
team, Munro gets the union leader­
ship involved up front. "My best 
friend is the union," says Munro. "I 
want to meet the head of the union 
first thing. We try to show as quick­
ly as we can that there 's a common 
goal here - to make as much 
money as possible. " 

Munro is a believer in letting lead­
ers emerge from the pack in a team 
setting , regardless of their status in 

the company. "You find that some 
folks have a passion for something, 
and there 's nothing better than 
that," he insists. 
This approach doesn't always sit 
well with management, who may 
prefer to let leadership rest in the 
hands of those who wear ties when 
they're not in teams. 

Suppliers as team members 
When Ford began developing plans 
for the redesign of the Taurus, one 
important decision was to bring in 
suppliers as early as possible and 
add them to the team. This repre­
sented a change in thinking, says 
George Bell, chief program engineer 
for Taurus. The former practice was 
to delay naming suppliers as long as 
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Manager's Checklist
 

Bob Carr, president of Atlanta-based Executive Adventure Inc., conducts 
team development workshops for companies around the country. He offers 

these 10 tips for ongoing team building: . 

1. Share a common vision and supportive goals. 
2. Gamer personal commitment to team development. 
3. Seek outopportunities to challenge the team's capabilities. 
4. Continuously seek to communicate with openness and honesty. 
5. Learn to embrace, rather than avoid, constructive confrontation among 
team members. • 
6. Create asystem thatholds each team member mutually accountable toward 
measurable outcomes through training or facilitation. 
7. Develop defined roles and responsibilities with cross-training. 
8. Continuously develop project management skills and benchmark successes. 
9. Be equally disciplined when interacting in professional and social settings. 
10. Seek out opportunities to have fun. • 

possible in order to negotiate addi­
tional price concessions from them. 

"We thought naming a supplier at 
the very end of the program, with 
maybe a year to go before Job 1, was 
a very intelligent thing to do, be­
cause you could often squeeze cost 
out by keeping them dangling," he 
says. "We used to have many more 
suppliers calling on us then than we 
do now, and we'd play these fellows 
off against one another. And we did 
get the price, but we didn't have 
nearly as successful an integration 
of that design into the car as we 
might have had." 

Today, Ford 's philosophy has done 
a complete turnaround, he says. 
"With the new method of naming a 
single supplier for each part very 
early, we know exactly how to build 
the prototypes," he says. 

All together now 
Another key to the success of the 
1996 Team Taurus was co-location 
- putting all the team members in 
close physical proximity. Says Bell, 
"It's one thing to have a team mem­
ber named, but when that person 
has a desk in your office, it's quite 
another matter." 

Co-locating may make sense in 
theory, but it can be difficult to put 

into practice, he says. "There will al­
ways be reasons given why it would 
be easier for a person to not move 
but instead stay where they are. It's 
hard to move. Sometimes the new 
facility isn't as good as the old. 
You're going to be out of commis­
sion for a few days while your com­
puter's getting hooked up and so 
forth." 

But the benefits are worth it: 
"When you co-locate, your associ­
ates sitting around you are working 
on a car, and when you don't co-lo­
cate, your associates are working on 
parts or some other car." 

Out of that proximity, serendipi­
ties can occur. A person who might 
hesitate to voice a sudden idea in a 
formal meeting could be more com­
fortable sharing it in an informal 
setting with co-workers. 

In fact, says Bell, that's how the 
idea originated for the now-famous 
oval control panel on the Taurus IP. 

One day after work a group of 
team members - including repre­
sentatives from the electronics and 
plastics divisions, as well as Bell and 
Taurus team leader Richard Land­
graff' - were talking about how 
well integrated were the interior 
components of some of their Japan­
ese competitors' vehicles. 

"They'll make a great effort for all 
the buttons and controls to have the 
same color and gloss and feel. And 
we farm all ours out, and even 
though we give [suppliers] the same 
spec for the parts, they never come 
back quite integrated," he says. 
"Seems like a subtle thing, but when 
you compare two cars, the one that 
is integrated will come across as the 
crafted vehicle." 

The team members began to toss 
out ideas to improve the integration 
of small parts. Bell recalls, "The 
electronics guy piped up and sug­
gested that we source to one place 
all of the controls for the radio and 
the entertainment system, as well as 
the controls for the climate control 
system. Then it took us about five 
seconds to hit on the idea of putting 
them all on a single panel, and lo­
cating that panel in the prime real 
estate on the instrument panel." 

This idea led to another. "We 
quickly discovered that we couldn't 
have the radio in the instrument 
panel. We had to move that to the 
trunk. Of course, we had all of the 
people within arm's reach who 
could help us decide if that was an 
okay thing to do ." 

The change wouldn't have hap­
pened without a team, he says. "In 
the old system, 15 years ago, if you 
wanted to move the radio to the 
trunk, you would have had to call 
major convocations and layers of 
people, who would argue and spec­
ulate and refuse to decide, until the 
thing would just die. " 

A company that makes a commit­
ment to the team approach of doing 
business will probably never want 
to go back to an autocratic style of 
management, warns consultant 
Munro. "Once you've got the corpo­
rate culture changed, and they find 
out the power of teams, it's almost 
impossible to change the corporate 
culture back to the old way of think­
ing," he says.• 

Kathleen N. Crighton is seniored­
itor of Automotive & Transporta­
tion Interiors. 
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