





hand drive on the same platform.” He
offers that Ford may be next to do a
comparative teardown later this year.

GM, although involved in the first
teardown, may be having second
thoughts about the agreement. At the
very least, it is more conservative than
Ford and Chrysler. “We may have
some things we can share,” says Trask,
“but we look at this as a fundamental
investment in people. Benchmarking is
a way to make people think about what
they do. It helps us break out of our
traditional way of thinking so we need
to do it ourselves, and we want the
information to stay in the heads of the
people who work here.”

Trask also expresses concern that
while some joint teardowns are in
their infancy, he foresees legal prob-
lems if there is any sharing of the

GM has teardown facility for disassem-
bly and examination of competitive
cars. Though the Big Three have shared
teardown information GM may opt out
of further participation.

implications of what is found. “We
can share access to parts without any
problem,” he says. “There may be val-
ue in that, although there seems very
little. But the actual information you
learn, that is, what will make you do
things differently, that needs to be
kept proprietary.”

Part of what Trask wants to protect is
the science of how to conduct a bench-
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marking session. And the degree of
information that can be gleaned by a
trained eye. For example, weight analy-
sis is easily measured since parts can be
disassembled and weighed. There is no
secret there. But skilled teardown
experts look at the condition of screw
heads to determine installation angle
and therefore assembly line ergonom-




which fasteners are
installed. Even sheet
metal is dusted with
“fingerprint kits” to
reveal clamp locations.

If all of this seems
fanatical, it’s only
going to get more
intense. Companies are finally realiz-
ing that benchmarking is one of the
biggest tools Japan used to drive their
time-to-market times down. “As the
Japanese showed us, we are going to
have to do things more analytically
and with prior knowledge,” says
Gardner. “No more cut-and-try, put it
in a car, see what people think and
then change. We don’t have the time.

“Japan copied us for years,” he con-
tinues. “We have to just take that as a
compliment and copy them right back.
If we go out and identify a design that
is the lightest, highest quality and sat-
isfies the most customers, and it
doesn’t happen to be ours—copy it.
The important thing is that we give the
customer a great car. That doesn’t

mean you have to
invent everything to
doit.”

Where benchmark
information really
becomes clouded is
in highly subjective
areas such as steering

response. But that is where science
marries the voice-of-the-customer.
With subjective matters, the prefer-
ence of the testing engineer takes a
back seat to the information provided
by marketing. Careful studies of the
target customer help decide the correct
“feel, sound or appearance.” And in
those situations, engineering decisions
are usually done by team consensus.

Surprisingly, the real growth of
benchmarking is now taking place
more in internal operations and manu-
facturing than in product. Major busi-
ness operations like compensation,
accounts payable and vehicle ordering
are being compared—particularly
against non-competing businesses—
for new ideas. According to Trask,

Baldridge Award-winning companies
are being deluged with requests to
review their operations.

Sandy Munro, President of Troy,
MI-based Munro & Associates, says
the industry needs to recognize the
common threads that make bench-
marking—product or internal—a suc-
cess. “First you need an enlightened
leadership, committed to the goal of
the company,” he says. “That is, make
money for the shareholders. Second.
that leadership must understand that
people make the organization. Finally,
it must recognize that engineering
controls profitability.”

Munro says that identifying trans-
ferable technologies and the inventing
of revolutionary ideas is the easy part.
The hard part lies in the acceptance of
these new ideas and paradigm shifts.
To that end he suggests that a compa-
ny’s first benchmarking trip focus on
the changes that are bound to happen
within the company. “Remember,”
Munro says, “change favors the pre-

pared mind.”



