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Success Story
Food for Thought – Team Tools at Quaker Oats
Abstract
Employees at the Quaker Oats plant in Danville, Illinois, struggled with the company’s highest per-case cost and the inefficiencies of small-scale production. Some regarded the plant as a lost cause, and closure was the only answer. Today, however, the Danville facility is one of the most efficient operations in the industry. LightSpeed Learning's Team Tools training played a key role in their dramatic turnaround. 
"LightSpeed Learning and their affiliate, the Belgard Group, taught us to think about what needs to be done rather than what you know you can do. The critical difference is that you don’t limit yourself. You can learn skills later." 

Steve Bruner, Plant Manager, Quaker Oats, Danville.
Understanding the Problem
The Danville facility was plagued with continuing waste and productivity issues. Relations between management and union were already strained and had suffered further during a recent strike. When plant leadership changed in 1990, the outlook was not encouraging. Prices for finished goods were falling and the entire cereal industry was in decline. A consultant recommended that the Danville plant be eventually closed.

The issue was survival 
To keep the doors open, the Danville plant had to show dramatic increases in productivity and performance. Employees, management and union leaders would have to overcome scale differences and become cost competitive in their primary production categories. To survive, they had to reach world-class levels of productivity growth and waste control. 
The new leadership realized that slogans and posters were not going to cut it. The traditional management/worker control paradigm that had gotten them into trouble was not going to get them out. To have a chance, they needed to change the plant culture, particularly employee morale. 
Fertile Soil
Although the task may have seemed impossible, the plant also had a solid potential for success. Local leaders were ready for sweeping change and willing to do what was necessary to support it. The Danville plant demonstrated three essentials for a successful transformation: 
1) The plant management had the Autonomy and Authority to promote and protect the change to a high performance environment. 
2) The plant had an Important Target – survival – that couldn't be reached unless they let go of established ways and radically embraced change. 
3) Union and management leaders had the Influence to bring other groups – such as the engineering, materials, purchasing and quality organizations -- to support the change.

Seeing the Future
A caravan of selected Quaker Oats’ personnel, including Union leaders and appointed representatives, drove to visit an established work-transformation site. There they saw a high-performance culture at work with mature, productive work teams. They noted the high ratio of production associates to supervisors, actively engaged teams, and committed union leaders. They realized they all wanted this kind of success. 
That meant transforming their plant culture from a traditional management-down system to one of ownership at all levels. The Danville plant made a commitment to develop and adapt to high-performance teams.
Highlights
Team Formation:  
Teams consisting of union leaders, executive board members, and appointed leaders guided the transformation to a commitment paradigm. The plant management empowered experienced floor workers to take responsibility, make decisions and solve problems themselves. High performance teams are able to react, correct and improve processes far faster than tightly controlled groups. 
Training:  
LightSpeed's Team Tools training helped the new leaders and team members understand, anticipate and head off problems. Team Tools Interactive, the network enabled version of Team Tools training, allowed all workers, regardless of shifts and time commitments, to experience consistent team training. Through LightSpeed training and orientation, the Danville plant's workers realized their role as "business partners" to their suppliers and customers.
Environment:  
Throughout the transformation, Quaker Oats management reaffirmed its commitment to high performance work groups. They carefully put procedures in place to support the effort. As the teams grew in maturity, boundaries had to be redefined, new employees brought up to speed, and team responsibilities expanded. Team Tools skills training was instrumental in maintaining team growth and expanding performance improvements. 
What happened next?
The rewards for commitment and courage can be massive. The Danville plant was voted one of Industry Week’s "Top Ten Plants in America." They were the first winners of the state of Illinois' "On the Road to High Performance," award, which signified excellence based on New American Workplace standards. In addition, the Danville Chamber of Commerce named them "Industry of the Year." The honors recognized their stunning transformation from a plant on the brink of closing to a fully operating, vibrant community asset.

Along the way, the teams met and exceeded their targets. They increased production from 8.5 million to 12 million cases per year. They decreased controllable costs by 50 percent, and reduced production line change time from 12 to 1.5 hours.

Renewal
While the Danville Plant has exceeded all of its own previous performance accomplishments, it continues to raise the bar. Union and management leaders regularly meet to set new standards, and monitor the progress of the plant's strategic vision. 
