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THE POWER OF LEARNING AT JOHNSONVILLE FOODS

by Linda Honold


Two men stand inside a packaging-machine. The machine is designed to overwrap trays that are at least 8 inches long.  They want to reconfigure the machine so that it will wrap 2 1/2 inch and 5-inch trays The engineers from the machine's manufacturer said it couldn't be done, but these two are determined to find a way. If the machine cannot be used, it will mean $35,000 to buy a new one.  They make one more little change and -- it works.  They have accomplished the "impossible."


Upstairs a woman is working at a personal computer. She is developing

product performance specifications. She is struggling to write precise definitions of how the product should look, how to determine exact proportions for each component and how to measure whether the product meets these specifications.


In another room, eight people meet to design a new compensation system for all employees. Today they are discussing how to set up a peer evaluation system for employees who ask for pay increases.


None of these situations sounds terribly unusual until you take a closer look. The two people trying to reconfigure the machine are not engineers; they are production-line workers. One of their customers -- who is a member of the sales force -- proposed a product she wants to sell, so they are trying to fulfill her needs. Their formal education history? One is a high school graduate; the other has taken five classes at the local technical school.


The woman working on the product specifications is another production-line worker. She realized the specifications she and her teammates were using were not precise enough, so she stayed after her shift to rewrite them. She will take them back to the team for revisions and consensus on using them. Her level of education? High school.


The group working on the compensation system consists of leadership, production and clerical people. When the group formed, its members new as much about compensation as they did about rocket science. Today they could hold their own in a sophisticated conversation about how to reward the right performance.


This company is real. These situations are real. This is Johnsonville Foods, the Sheboygan, WI, sausage maker that is well on its way to becoming "a learning organization."


A learning organization is one whose members are continuously, deliberately learning new things. They apply what they learn to improve the product or service quality, the processes involved in making the product or providing the service, the quality of the environment in which employees work and the performance of members of the organization.


This whole business of learning organizations and lifelong learning is beginning to attract attention, and not just from this magazine. Other business magazines such as Fortune also have examined the implications of the learning organization. Some people believe it sounds like a good solution to the performance problems many organizations face. Others believe it is another of those nice little programs that won't do anything but waste time.


Lifelong learning sounds like something benevolent managers bestow upon their employees. In  fact, it is a tough, bottom-line approach to improving the performance of people in an organization.


Being a lifelong learner means being in a constant state of change and improvement. Change is difficult and scary and demanding. If we as individuals are continually learning new things and applying them, we are in a constant state of change. Any organization that sets a goal to become a learning organization, to have all of its members involved in lifelong learning, has taken on a significant. challenge.

Learning Vs. Training

To define what a learning organization is, we must get away from the traditional concept of training. Corporations conduct training to teach employees how to do a specific, definable task. For example, to make part A you must perform functions 1, 2 and 3. A training program teaches people exactly how to do functions 1, 2 and 3. Training often takes place in a classroom away from the normal working routine.


Training is what we do to or for people. It does not involve a critical thinking process. Training only requires that we learn a specific thing and follow the directions precisely.


Learning, on the other hand, involves critical thinking. Through learning, we gain an understanding of why something works the way it does. Understanding is the key difference between learning and training.


Over the past few years, many organizations have launched training programs for quality improvement. These programs are designed to teach employees specific processes that will improve quality. And, initially, significant improvements in quality do occur. Once these processes have been implemented, however, many organizations reach a plateau in quality improvement. Why? Employees have been trained in a process. They have not been allowed to think for themselves. When employees complete the process, they don't know how to take the next step because they haven't learned to think through the next step on their own.


In contrast, a learning organization is one that continuously improves -- forever. Because employees are allowed to use their brains and to implement their own ideas, improvements do not stop when the process they learning in training is completed. Instead the employee takes the idea to the next logical step and figures out how to make even more improvements.


Managers and supervisors in a learning organization no longer have to spend most of their time watching over people to make sure they get their work done. They no longer have to put systems in place to keep workers from stealing. They do not have to develop rules to keep employees in line. When employees' thinking and learning revolves around the work they are doing, when they are truly engaged, they develop a sense of commitment to the job and the company. When people feel like they own something, they don't steal from it.


Employees like these take control of their work lives. They work to improve every aspect of the product's performance, the process by which the product is made and even the quality of the environment in which they work.


Managers and former supervisors (supervisors are unnecessary because employees now monitor themselves) no longer spend their time fighting fires and solving "people problems." Instead, they are coaches and facilitators, helping team members solves problems themselves. 

The Johnsonville Foods Story


Several years ago, Johnsonville Foods changed its management style to allow the people who do the work to make decisions relating to their own jobs. This new way of life yielded great improvements in the commitment and zeal with which its members (formerly called employees) approached their work.


These changes have had a measurable effect on the bottom line. From 1982 to 1990 return on assets doubled, sales increased eightfold, rejects reduced from 5 percent to less than .5 percent, and the ratio of complaint to compliment letters went from 5-to-1 to 1-to-2.8.


One of the keys to this transformation was a decision to change the focus of the company from using people to build a great business to using the business to build great people. In other words, Johnsonville became a learning organization. Those in leadership positions had to relinquish their monopoly on decision making and allow people in the plant to make decisions.


This was not an overnight transformation. One of the first things to change was the name of the training department: It became the member-development department. Its focus broadened from training to all aspects of the mental development of people.


The process began gradually. The first member-development program established a personal-development fund for each person in the company. The fund sets aside $100 for each member of the company to spend every year on any development activity he or she wishes. Members can spend money for a book on sausage making, a class on the use of personal computers or even a magazine on deer hunting. The learning experience doesn't have to be work related, but it does have to encourage the person to think.


Another service of the member-development department is the resource center. This mini-library is stocked with books, audiotapes, videotapes and magazines of interest to the members. The topics covered include everything from how to write a business plan to scuba diving. Members can check out resources must as they do at a library, and new resources are selected based on members' requests.


Members also can attend a personal-development workshop, which is a two-part, six-hour seminar designed to help them learn about themselves. It begins with questions that help individuals understand their life preferences, values, accomplishments and constraints that keep them from accomplishing what they would like to achieve. They also take the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, discuss their "type" and how they relate to others.


In the second session individuals examine the skills they currently have and those they would like to develop. Participants take a lengthy list of skills and select those at which they believe they are proficient as well as those they would like to learn.  They categorize these skills into groups and identify careers that dovetail with them.


Participants leave the workshop with an assignment: To focus on one of the skills they said they would like to learn, and write out a goal statement and an action plan for reaching that goal. The workshop facilitator meets with each participant individually to discuss the goal and to see if the person needs any financial help or other assistance to reach the goal.


Another program gives any member of the company a chance to spend a day with any other members. For example, production members have used this program to spend a day with a salesperson. As a result, they see that the salespeople do not sit around all day and drink coffee and talk. They work hard. Production people also see how their duties in the plant have a direct impact on the salespeople's ability to sell the product.


Learning takes place in a variety of ways. Many of the learning opportunities Johnsonville offers are experiential in nature. Currently one group of about t10 people is writing a business and marketing plan for a product line. Although it is a small segment of the overall product line, it could become a significant contributor to the organization.


The team that is putting the plan together includes volunteers form a variety of departments -- production, customer service, research and development, sales and accounting. As a result of this project, team members are gaining a broader perspective of the company. They are digging into the organization, talking to customers, and learning to organize and present their findings.


This type of member development provides a learning experience that not only serves people well in their regular jobs, it also helps them see the bigger picture. Instead of concentrating exclusively on one little job, members understand how their jobs affect people in other parts of the organization. They begin to grasp the manufacturing process and the cost implications of altering the process.


When the organization and the individual are focused on the same result -- and when structural impediments to learning and performance are removed -- workers feel a sense of ownership in the company. They want the company to do well because that means they are doing well also. At Johnsonville, members truly become their own managers and work with the best interest of the company in mind. The company's best interest and the individual's best interest have become one.


Johnsonville's profit-sharing program underlines this sense of ownership. Twice each year members share in a percentage of the company's profits. Members receive an amount based on individual job performance, performance as a tem member, and personal growth and development. While this Company Performance Share is an important part of the Johnsonville system, it is not the primary reason that people enjoy their jobs. Money is what helps people get to sleep at night, not what makes them get up in the morning. Success and accomplishment are what really motivate people.

Transforming Your Organization

Transforming your company into a true learning environment is not easy. But as Johnsonville shows, it is well worth the effort. The first step is probably the most difficult: You and the rest of your organization's management group must change. You must change the belief that you are the only ones in your company capable of making critical -- and even small -- decisions.


Your employees can think. Most of them do it regularly in their personal lives. They lead scout troops and work at their churches. Some even run part-time businesses on the side. So they must be able to think. The trick is to let them to do it on the job. But we have taught employees too well that they should not think at work. Thinking has always been management's job. Persuading employees to change this mind-set requires a major change of your own.


To encourage people to begin to think for themselves at work, get out of their way. Instead of telling people what to do when they ask, learn to ask them what they think should be done. It's truly amazing what can happen when you allow people to answer their own questions.


I can illustrate that point with a true story A young man (formerly a supervisor) at Johnsonville Foods was the well-liked coach for the second-shift sausage-stuffing department. Whenever any problems occurred on the line, members would ask him what they should do to fix it. He always told them and then allowed them to fix it themselves. He would go home after his shift and go to bed.


There was no formal coach for the third shift. Members would come in, they would read the schedule that had been set for them, they would go to work, and everything would be fine --as long as there were no problems. If a problem cropped up, member would call the second-shift coach at home and wake him out of a sound sleep to ask him what to do. Naturally, he helped them out. After he told them what to do, they would fix the problem themselves.


Eventually the young man got tired of being awakened in the middle of the night. He decided to change his tactics. The next time the members called him with a problem, he first asked them what they thought they out to do. They told him. He observed aloud that they had the answer all along and really didn't need him to give them the answer. They never called again with problems they already knew how to handle. 


The process of transforming your company into a learning organization is just that simple and that difficult. It's not easy for managers and executives to stop making decisions. Learning to ask questions instead of giving answers takes a concerted effort. Initiating a member-development type department can help move the process along. Once people get used to learning, decision making becomes easier for them.


The results of becoming a learning organization are dramatic. At Johnsonville Foods profits and productivity are up, absenteeism and turnover are down substantially, and people actually like their jobs. You can have results like these, too. The challenge is yours.
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