
• I n d u s t r y F o c u s 
b y K i m F i n i s o n a n d F r e d S z e d l a k 

General Motors Does a Needs Analysis 
NE E D S A N A L Y S I S is an essential 

part of any training profession-
al's toolbox. Simply put, it's a way to 
gather and interpret information on 
the needs of an organization, a group, 
or an individual. 

To conduct a needs analysis in its 
metal fabr ica t ion plant , Genera l 
Motors and the United Auto Workers 
collaborated. The UAW's needs analy-
sis instructor, production training co-
ordinator. and the training coordina-
tor's counterpart at GM's Educational 
Development Center made up the 
needs analysis team. They also select-
ed additional people for the project, 
from employees with a skill assess-
ment survey on file. The final team in-
cluded one supervisor and two hourly 
employees—us, the authors. 

As a team, we selected a press op-
era t ion—the b lanker area—in the 
metal fabrication plant as the pilot 
area because it was undergoing major 
changes in new technology, a new 
operational philosophy, and new dies 
(tools for imparting a shape or finish 
to an object or material). A blanker is 
a shop term for a press that cuts the 
shape of a part (or blank) from a coil 
of shee t metal , much like a giant 
cookie cutter. 

At the initial meeting between the 
needs analysis team and its client, the 
blanker area's planning coordinator, 
the coordinator identified what he 
considered to be a performance prob-
lem. He said that the blanker area 
couldn't achieve the desired produc-
tion schedules, efficiency, and cost-
per-part competitiveness required to 
meet companywide goals for continu-
ous improvement and customer satis-
faction. The team determined that the 
main f o c u s of the n e e d s analys is 
would be on training solutions, but 
the coordinator agreed to look at any 
nontraining issues that the team might 
find. We told him that experience had 
shown that nontraining issues were 
important in previous projects in the 
metal fabrication plant. 

Five steps t o solutions 
We &et about to implement a five-step 
needs analysis: 
1. Identify symptoms and causes. 

2. Plan data-gathering techniques. 
3. Collect the data. 
4. Analyze and interpret data. 
5. Report results and suggest solu-
tions. 

The first step was to identify symp-
toms (observable facts or events) that 
could indicate a performance prob-
lem. The main performance problem 
in the blanker area was not meeting 
production schedules on time. Some 
of the symptoms were: 
I a decrease in efficiency 
l an increase in the transition time 
(the time it takes to change a die to 
run a different part) 
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I downtime due to a lack of steel 
> downtime due to repairs on dies. 

Some causes (reasons that could 
explain the observable facts or events) 
for the symptoms were as follows: 
I There were f requent scheduling 
changes. 
* There was inefficient communica-
tion between production, scheduling, 
and maintenance areas. 
I The s torage room was disorga-
nized so that it was difficult to locate 
different types of steel rolls or blanks, 
which also caused inventory errors. 
> The maintenance and production 
schedules weren ' t coordinated for 
maximum efficiency. 

In step 2. the team planned its data-
gathering techniques by interviewing 
production and skilled trade workers; 
production, skilled trade, and mainte-
nance supervisors; scheduling person-
nel: and the steel expediter. 

It became apparent that the prob-
lem was complex. It wasn't limited to 
the blanker area but overlapped into 
several departments and job classifi-
cations. including production, main-
tenance, scheduling, steel expedit-
ing. die tryout, and die-cycle control. 
In fact, the problem had a snowball 

effect: A small problem in one area 
of the opera t ion af fec ted another 
area, which affected another area, 
and so on. 

In s t ep 3, we col lec ted data 
through a survey questionnaire and 
face-to-face interviews with workers 
in the affected areas. It was a chal-
lenge because so many departments 
were involved and because we want-
ed representatives of all three shifts. 

Due to the project's complexity, 
the team decided to form a core team 
of key players from each of the affect-
ed departments to assess the feasibili-
ty of possible solutions in those areas. 
Everyone liked that a p p r o a c h be-
cause each area could have buy-in 
and be involved directly. We held 
roundtable discussions on each de-
partment's work roles and responsi-
bilities and how they affect each oth-
er. We also assigned subject matter 
experts from each area to examine 
their departments' trouble spots, in-
cluding the training and nontraining 
issues identified by the needs analysis 
team. And we contacted other SMEs 
from other GM locations to obtain ad-
ditional information. 

In step 4, we analyzed and inter-
preted the data. The results indicated 
these possible solutions: 
) Use a c o m p u t e r p rogram for 
scheduling (a training solution). 
I Develop and implement an orga-
nized floor plan and layout for the 
storage room (a nontraining solution). 
I Color-code the dies to the presses 
(a nontraining solution). 
I Provide intermediate training on 
P.S.I.C. (a computer program for or-
dering steel) and on cutting shippers 
(a training solution). 
I Have the service departments give 
equal priority to the blanker area as 
other areas (a nontraining solution). 

All of the SMEs' preliminary infor-
mation was presented to core team 
members to assess the feasibility of 
the possible solutions for their depart-
ments. Then, they prioritized the so-
lutions to arrive at a recommended 
mix. The final list, which contained 
training and nontraining recommen-
dations, is a direct result of the ques-
tionnaires, face-to-face interviews, 
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and possible solutions posed by all 
involved parties. Next, the core team 
members assumed responsibility for 
implementing the recommendat ions 
in their own departments. 

In step 5, the needs analysis team 
reported its f indings to the blanker 
area's planning coordinator. We listed 
so lu t ions , the cos ts to i m p l e m e n t 
them, the expected results, and the 
potential value and benefits. 

We f ina l ly e n d e d u p wi th n ine 
solutions for the blanker area to solve 
the problem of not meeting its pro-
duction schedules: 
1. Implement a new two-week sched-
uling program. 
2. Implement a floor plan and layout 
for the storage room. 
3. Inst i tute a p reven ta t ive mainte-
nance program. 
4. Provide dedicated service people 
for the blanker area. 
5. Divide the blanker area into two 
s e p a r a t e a r e a s to m a k e it m o r e 
manageable. 

6. Implemen t a ske le ton-par t pro-
cedure for dies scheduled for main-
tenance. 
7. Color-code the dies to the presses. 
8. Train production operators in sta-
tistical process control. 
9. Provide a training solution for the 
steel expediter. 

T h e so lu t ion that t u rned ou t to 
have the most impact was number 8. 
Here's how it worked. 

Training in SPC was provided for 
the production operators. The cost was 
minimal because we already had the 
course, taught by in-house instructors. 
The results were improved quality and 
a 30 percent reduction in scrap rate. 
The value was a savings of $502,855 in 
the first year. The benefits were the fi-
nancial savings and workers' pride of 
ownership for the improvements. 

Other results were 
l 30 percent increased efficiency 
I 10 percent lower costs 
I improved inventory capability and 
cost 

I a 35 to 80 percent increase in first-
time quality 
I less downtime for repair 
* a 7 percent increase in productivity 
> a 30 percent reduction in the scrap 
rate. 

Perhaps this tale lacks a few bells 
and whistles, but it is an instructive 
account of how a no-nonsense needs 
analysis can achieve some pretty fair 
results. 

K im Finison and Fred Szedlak are 
with the Lansing Automotive Division, 
General Motors, 920 Townsend, 
Lansing, ML 48921. Phone 517/885-
1612 (Finison); 517/885-1511 
(Szedlak). 

This bimonthly column highlights 
news and developments in one fea-
tured industry. Send short articles to 
Industry Focus, Training & Develop-
ment, 1640 King Street. Box 1443, 
Alexandria, VA 22313-2043• E-mail 
IndustiyFocus@astd.org. 
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