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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 continu-
ous 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 domes-
tic 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 excite-
ment 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 cul-
ture of world-class safety, quality, and productivity?

The answer would come from the unlikely source of cultural anthro-
pology 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 manufactur-
ing 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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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE AMERICAN
MANUFACTURING CULTURE STORY

The modern automotive assembly plant is a wonder; in fact, tours—
virtual or real—of assembly plants are popular features of Disney’s
Epcot Theme Park and The Henry Ford Museum. Thousands of parts
from a vast array of suppliers arrive daily, often in the precise quantity
and sequence that will be needed during that day or even that hour.
Workers at hundreds of stations wield sophisticated, specialized tools
to put those parts into systems and subsystems and integrate them
with vehicle underbodies and sheet metal. The metal parts are welded
by advanced robots and painted in high-technology booths using
cutting-edge chemicals and processes. The final products that emerge
are often beautiful and symbolic dream machines, as memorialized in
countless songs, but are also increasingly electronic marvels with chips
controlling everything from engine performance, to braking, to satel-
lite communications. Despite being produced with a dizzying variety
of body styles, models, options, and colors on a single assembly line,
vehicle quality is at levels far above a generation ago.

It is easy to be blinded by the technology of product and process
and miss the people who do the work—whether they are produc-
tion workers, managers, skilled tradesmen, manufacturing engineers,
or support statf—or to view them as little different from the welding
robots. Yet forgetting the people would be a profound error. The
production system is dependent on people. They solve the problems.
They come up with the innovations. And, they have the capacity to
adapt to changing conditions—whether a temporary breakdown on
the line, the launch of a new product, or a streamlined change in the
production process.

Both the recent turmoil and the longer history of the automotive
industry make it clear that change is relentless—coming from tougher
vehicle requirements and fluctuations in tastes of customers and
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policymakers, from fierce competitors both old and new, from ideas
and inventions, and from dramatic swings in the economic environ-
ment. Competition, globalization, ingenuity, and work practices all
play a role in the automotive evolution. Innovations appear, traditions
are reshaped, mistakes are made, and winners and losers can switch
places in the process. The stakes get higher and higher as more players
arrive in the global marketplace to offer their products, services, and
knowledge. With more consumer choice, organizations must cope by
exploring new options for getting to market faster with higher quality
and lower cost. The ability of people to adjust and respond to change
effectively is critical to success in automotive manufacturing, and,
indeed, to success in most work settings. Yet change is often perceived
as difficult. At a minimum, obstacles to change must be overcome,
including resistance to new ideas and initiatives, and the whole change
process must fit into a number of important cultural environments
(e.g., organizational, national).

Culture plays a critical role in this cyclical process of innovation
and adaptation, though its explanatory impact is not often explored
or understood. Our definition of culture, “assumptions, expectations,
beliefs, social structures, and values guiding behavior,”! targets the
organization and specifically the manufacturing function. We view the
elements of culture as fluid and interdependent; a change in one part of
the culture (e.g., how employees are treated) can have broad ramifica-
tions in other parts of the culture (e.g., how problem solving does or
does not occur). Culture affects how a plant or workplace functions,
how managers and line workers relate to each other, and how change is
perceived. Culture also influences the type of response that people make
and which approaches to change will be effective and durable. Indeed,
ignoring culture is a major reason why most change efforts fail.2

This pattern of adaptation and response is part of the cultural
change or transformation process, a core concept around which this
book is written. Examining cultural transformation within the auto-
motive industry provides a view of the past and present, as well as
potential insights into a future trajectory of work and culture. There
is no “one best way” for any culture to function or to change. Indeed,
there are often multiple “best ways” and “worst ways” that play out.
In this book we offer a process for finding out what individuals in the
culture (and not just a subset of the culture, such as the senior leader-
ship) think is the “best way forward.”

We describe and explain the cultural transformation process using
our multiyear, multisite ethnographic study® of General Motors (GM)
manufacturing operations in the United States. We link the historical
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record with anthropological field data to portray the evolving process
of cultural change and to point a way forward. It turns out that a
consensus view from inside the culture suggests a “one best collabora-
tive way” for the future of the firm. Across the board, we found an
emphasis on the importance of a cohesive, unified, and collaborative
approach to work as a strategy for improving organizational effective-
ness. GM’s cultural-transformation story, including its successes and
failures, offers lessons for other organizations and industries as they
try to adapt in a rapidly changing world.

THE DECLINE OF AN AMERICAN ICON

GM was once the archetype of the American organization and is
now under attack as a failure of American competitiveness. For most
of its hundred-year history, GM has been viewed as the embodiment
of American culture. Hard work, technological innovation, and suc-
cessful products were all part of the American dream. GM was, at
one time, the master of mass production methods, generating high-
volume products characterized by their styling and power. Yet, GM
was slow to make the transition to lean production in which flex-
ible production methods and multiskilled worker teams produce
high-quality results;* it was also slow to change its overall cultural
orientation in the face of new vehicle models in both the United
States and abroad.

GM, and the American automotive industry generally, found itself
losing ground to competitors as Toyota, Honda, Nissan, and then
Hyundai, took advantage of both their cultural milieu and structural
advantages, such as protected home markets, to compete, increasingly
successfully, in the global market. These Asian firms first spearheaded
quality improvements and then became masters at reducing waste and
cost, reducing lead time to market, and learning effectively from their
mistakes. Though Detroit’s vehicles have improved dramatically in
recent years, often exceeding the ratings of competitors, their cus-
tomer base in the United States continued to slip because of cost
disadvantages and the lagging customer perception of their product
quality. As the twentieth century came to a close, GM was beset with
other problems. It found itself overstaffed, lacking a strategic plan,
and making decisions consistent with its parochial Midwestern mind-
set rather than a global orientation (e.g., lacking “sophistication in its
understanding of foreign competition™?).

In addition to product development and marketplace difficulties,
GM and the other Detroit automotive companies also faced challenges
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in implementing changes in manufacturing practices. Hourly workers
at almost all of GM’s U.S. facilities are represented by the UAW.¢ The
UAW is a powerful union with a long history of contentious relations
with U.S. auto manufacturers, including GM. Historically, the UAW
has been concerned with preserving the jobs, plant floor work rules,
and lifestyles of members and has been resistant to key management
efforts to make changes. The power of the UAW ensures that most
changes on the plant floor require its tacit or explicit cooperation.
Gradually over the last twenty-five years, the confrontational stance
was muted somewhat, though the devastating 1998 strike at GM
signaled that the conflict persisted. As the UAW became increas-
ingly convinced that Detroit’s survival was at stake (ca. 2005), it
agreed to a series of concessions that reduced the competitive gap
in wages, benefits, and work rules with foreign manufacturers, par-
ticularly those on U.S. soil. After a historic labor agreement with the
UAW in 2007, GM management was convinced that the company
was poised for success.

And then GM’s world began unraveling at breakneck speed. Expe-
riencing bankruptcy, leadership changes, massive restructuring and
downsizing, GM had to grapple with, redefine, and then manage its
core operations despite the changeable and unpredictable conditions
in the world around it. Some of the traditional strengths of GM and
American culture (e.g., the individual nature of work and creativity,
the emphasis on meritocracy and career advancement) are no longer
sufficient for ensuring survival. To thrive in the twenty-first century
requires breaking down the barriers associated with GM’s autono-
mous and decentralized (i.e., silo-based) cultural tradition, improving
the ability of the collective to learn and adapt, and shoring up the
sense of community within the GM work force.

The erosion of GM’s market share, the decline in value of GM’s
brands, and the high cost of labor at GM and at its key supplier,
Delphi, created a life-threatening crisis. These problems were com-
pounded in the late 2000s after a spike in fuel prices, a collapse in
demand for profitable GM trucks, and a global credit crisis that froze
credit and destroyed consumer confidence—all in rapid succession.
GM was forced to seek U.S. government assistance to continue oper-
ating and was vilified in the process by Congress, the media, and much
of the American public. All parts of the political spectrum found fault
with past GM decisions—whether related to labor, fuel economy, or
product—and exhibited significant resistance to public support of pri-
vate companies. GM was ultimately supported by both the Bush and
Obama administrations because of its importance and because of the
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vulnerability of the economy. However, the Presidential Task Force
on Automotive Restructuring viewed the company’s plans as insuf-
ficient, forced out CEO Rick Wagoner, and helped push the company
through bankruptcy.

Prompted largely by external (and to some extent internal) cri-
tiques, and shaken by the demands of the Task Force, GM lead-
ers launched an intense effort to change the dysfunctional culture
of the “old GM.” As the company emerged from bankruptcy in
July 2009, new CEO Fritz Henderson described a “new culture”
for the restructured company focused on customer and products,
speed (especially with respect to decision making), risk taking, and
accountability. One of the strategies for influencing the change pro-
cess, and one that GM employed, is storytelling—on broadcasts, in
meetings, and in other places where employees gather. “Cultural-
change agents” exemplifying the new culture tell stories that express
their hopes for the future, including stories that “correct” some fail-
ure from the past. This approach to cultural change promotes both
the messages and the individuals themselves who model the behavior
of the new culture. Cultural change may have been accelerated when
Henderson was replaced by an outsider, Ed Whitaker, in December
2009. The jury is still out on how effective GM’s cultural change
efforts will be and whether they will yield long-term success.

GENESIS OF THE PROJECT

Though the research on which this book is based was complete
before GM appealed for government assistance, the need for the book
became even clearer as GM continued to make the headlines day after
day. This book focuses on the process of cultural change that is going
to be necessary to reshape U.S. manufacturing and other American
workplaces if the United States is to be successful in the current drive
for innovation and global competitiveness. The basic research was
triggered by an initial series of questions about American culture and
the American workplace that were raised during a discussion involving
our anthropological research group and a senior GM executive, Troy
Clarke, who, at the time, was GM’s executive in charge of manufactur-
ing and labor relations. He had previous international experience with
GM manufacturing in Mexico, Asia, and other international locations.
His ideas are reflected in these questions, which linked differences in
manufacturing plant culture with the national cultures in which those
plants were located:



