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3 key components
to COVID-19
recovery for
manufacturers

With many economies attempting to find the right balance between
safety and reopening, business leaders are weighing different strategies
for returning to work. Ultimately, matching the flow of value in
manufacturing to the pace of customer demand is key for a successful
recovery and a return not just to normal, but to better conditions.
Over the past few weeks, experts from Simpler® Consulting, an
IBM company, have been sharing perspectives on key activities
for businesses during the major phases of the current pandemic:
preparation, reaction, and recovery.
Most organizations are now either planning for, or are already in, their
recovery phase. For manufacturers, recovery depends on planning for
and executing three major components of their production system:
customer demand, internal operations and supply chain.

Validate actual customer demand
The entire production system should be reset to match the pace of
current customer demand. As production networks re-start, it’s highly
likely that manufacturing resource planning (MRP) or enterprise
resource planning (ERP) systems will be signaling inaccurate quantities
that are either more than or far short of the legitimate need. These
quantities should be verified by engaging directly with customers to
validate the mix, timing and quantities required.
Beyond validating actual demand, improvements in overall flow can be
gained by level loading, which involves balancing activities throughout a
manufacturing process to reduce waste and tasks that don’t add value.
Moving to consumption-based replenishment could also be a win for
both customers and suppliers. Regular, proactive communications with
a customer will strengthen relationships and create opportunities for
providing additional value-adding services, such as improved point-ofuse packaging or direct shipping to consumers.
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Establish agile internal operations
As states and regions restart their economies at various paces, customer
demand may have more variation than usual. It will not be immediately
clear how demand will level out in the new normal. Therefore,
manufacturers should build multiple run rate scenarios and remain agile.
For example, a business could initially operate at a lower-than-expected
rate while addressing surge demands via supplemental capacity (e.g.,
overtime) until a new higher rate steady state is established.
Versatile employees are ideal candidates for early return-to-work
staffing models. The ability to contribute in multiple roles will be
important for any ramp-up scenario. Similarly, contributions from highly
engaged employees who are capable of problem solving and lean
thinking will be invaluable. Consider taking advantage of those skills
with huddles at the beginning of shifts that support quicker problem
escalation and resolution.
Pre-pandemic layouts of manufacturing lines were typically compressed
to a minimal footprint to reduce transportation and motion waste. New
social distancing protocols may now require revised and expanded line
designs. If output from a revised system with fewer and more physically
distanced employees will not meet customer demand, additional lines
or shifts may be required.
Consider rethinking the focus of continuous improvement (CI) efforts.
To say that things have changed in the last few months is a huge
understatement. Review your CI activities to assure you’re focused on
the most critical task– working through the recovery phase. For example,
time management and adapting work processes to current demand
might be important for near-term recovery. At a minimum, focus work
on lead-time reduction to maximize your responsiveness to rapidly
changing conditions.
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Collaborate closely with supply-chain partners
Like their proactive work with customers, manufacturers should also
be actively collaborating with suppliers. Key questions that should be
explored include:
– Is the supplier ready to support your restart needs, including people,
processes, facilities and validated tier-two supplier readiness?
– Is your MRP/ERP system sending inaccurate or misleading requests?
– Would adjusting the sales, inventory and operations planning cycle
frequency from monthly to weekly reduce volatility and make it easier
for the supplier’s system?
– What can you be doing to facilitate your supplier’s ability to be a
responsive, reliable partner?

Restarting and recovering in the current business environment will be
full of challenges. Plan for multiple iterations of plan-do-study-adjust.
Stay flexible and move quickly as the situation evolves. Make your
recovery journey easier and mitigate risk by including customer demand,
internal operations and supply chain as integral and interlocking
components of your strategy.
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