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Manufacturing of the Future: 
A Manager and his Dog or a Dog Gone Good Operator 

S. Eric Christensen, Ed.D. 
 
Let me be clear – manufacturing of the future defined as a manager and his dog is a false path, a path 
that screams failure.  

This article is intentionally provocative. It turns upside down the quote from Warren Bennis about the factory of the future. I wrote 
it thanks to the auspices of Stephan Whitley, who among other things is one of the founders of Caravel Solutions, LLC. I hope it will 
spark readers to think about an alternative approach to the workplace and workforce of the future. —EC 
 

 

Let me be clear – manufacturing of the future defined as a manager and his dog is a false path, a path that 
screams failure. If you have the courage to see what is in front of your eyes, then you know this is a one-
way ticket to mediocrity at best and failure at worst. This path permits you to stay in the game, but it 
prohibits you from excelling at the game.  A manager and his dog mental model make it impossible to 
adapt, improvise, or improve. This mental model makes it impossible to change the way the game is 
played. People are the only ones who can change the game, change the rules, break the rules, i.e. 
innovate!   

New equipment, new controls, new automation provide a feeling of security, a sense that we are staying 
ahead of our competitors. This is a dangerously false sense of security because the reality is there is no 
such security. The reality is that with the necessary capital, any equity group, any company, any individual 
can purchase the same equipment, the same automation, and the same distributed controls. All that is 
required is money. New technology is a momentary advantage. This is known by everyone and is written 
and spoken about ad nauseum, but unfortunately is almost immediately forgotten. With incredible speed 
the competitive advantage is shredded by the next newest purchaser of not the same equipment, but 
better next generation equipment with all sorts of updates, upgrades, and bells and whistles. All well and 
good except that doing all of the standard, necessary normal action plan things will not paint the picture 
needed for success. What is required is an absolutely crystal-clear picture of what is realistically possible, 
feasible, attainable and sustainable.  

Capital is the life blood of any manufacturer. Without it you are on a death spiral. With capital you are 
just barely staying ahead of the ravenous pack of competitors who are constantly nipping at your heels. 

Let me be equally clear – continuous improvement in all forms of automation and use of data analytics is 
absolutely a necessary part of the future of United States manufacturing.  It is reported periodically that 
American manufacturing is dying. This is not true. In many industries like steel, production volume is the 
same or greater now than it was in the heydays of the 70’s when the USW union boasted 300,000 

People are the only ones who can change the game, change the rules, break 
the rules, i.e. innovate!  
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members. What has changed is the number of operators and mechanics required to produce this volume. 
These numbers have shrunk more than 60%. This is the right thing to do. The competitive global 
landscape requires such drastic changes. Do more with less.   

What is absolutely delusional is to believe that automation will get you to the Promised Land. The 
hidden core premise of technological improvements is to “idiot proof” the operations. This concept is the 
dark side of technically minded, exceptionally bright, and degreed leaders. It is a mindset based on the 
belief that engineering can fix anything. This strategy is put together by technically gifted people, 
surrounded by technically competent people, surrounded by technical marvels such as paper, glass, and 
steel fabrication machines. Foundationally it assumes that intelligent machines add more value than 
creative human beings.  

Even worse is another hidden assumption which is that people are the problem. Control systems work but 
the people do not. If intelligent machines add more value than creative people, then people are the 
problem. Human beings need to be worked around. They get in the way of improvement. They have 
nothing to do with a solution and are in fact the problem. At best they can monitor a control panel, and 
God forbid they ever get in a position where they must make a judgement call. The best bet is to “idiot 
proof” the operation because the operators are idiots.  

 

 

What idiot proofing the operations really does is to create idiots! This is a truly lethal self-fulfilling 
prophecy. Operators have the potential to be the competitive advantage. They have the capability to be 
inventive, ingenious, and creative when it comes to running the operation. It is a given they are geniuses 
when it comes to seeing through the hidden assumptions’ smokescreen. They know when they are 
perceived as idiots. They know when they are seen as the problem. They know when they are sacrificed 
on the altar of technology. Treat them like blunt, broken tools and you will be rewarded with blunt, 
broken tool behavior. If you have operators that are waiting for “you” to tell them what to do, then you 
are living with the organizational consequences of believing that intelligent machines can outperform 
creative human beings.  

This strategy is a tacit admission of a complete inability to lead people, to guide people, to believe in 
people. It is a belief that you can only minimize the negative impact of the human element. It assumes 
people cannot be led, disciplined, encouraged or do more than stay out of the way. It assumes they 
cannot create value and, more often than not, destroy value. It belies completely the catch call phrase of 
the past 30 years that “people are the most important resource”!   

It is an overt admission that as leaders we have failed to discharge our most basic responsibilities. Leaders 
cannot lead let alone manage their workforce. We do not hold people accountable. We do not provide 
direct consequences for poor performance and are even worse at providing incentives that recognize 

Operators… Treat them like blunt, broken tools and you 
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superior performance. We want perfect employees doing what is in the best interest of the business, 
every day, every shift, every hour, with every decision.  

Human Resources is supposed to hire these mythical creatures. Every hire is to be such a person. There 
are self-directed, self-actualized individuals in every operation. They are the go-to folks, the ones that are 
asked to fix things, run things, optimize things. They are the next front-line supervisors and maintenance 
planners. If they are not that good, then Human Resources made a mistake, and if they just would get it 
right everything else would be all right.  

Organizations say that mistakes are a part of growth, but the reality is that we expect perfect analysis, 
perfect decisions, perfect execution and perfect outcomes, every time! If “they” cannot be perfect, then 
we want automation to replace “them” because dealing with “them” is just too difficult and too 
frustrating! They are just a pain in the backside. They do not stay fixed.  

In other words, we wish they were just like a machine, without ever realizing or acknowledging that 
machines always break down as well. It is okay for machines to fail, but not okay for people to make 
mistakes!  There is no belief whatsoever that people really are the competitive advantage.  

Actual operators and front-line supervisors, and mechanics and electricians and instrument technicians 
know they are regularly seen as an unavoidable problem. They may not like seeing their numbers 
dwindle, but they get it. They get it that more loops and controls and analytics make for a more efficient 
operation. What they cannot stomach is a bunch of bull about how they are the most important asset 
when every observable data point confirms they are only there until a smart machine can replace them.  

 

 

The true competitive advantage, the surest path to value creation is creative human beings. People are 
the most important resource. Instead of paying lip service to this catch phrase, we need to believe it and 
act on it in a meaningful way. We need to viscerally get it that people are inherently interested in doing 
their best. Leaders must tap into this resource, not marginalize it, or run away from it. Anyone who has 
been privileged enough to work in an ownership-based system knows such a facility can compete 
successfully with outdated equipment, undercapitalized assets and almost any other negative imaginable.  

Operator ownership means that I give a damn. When the workforce gives a damn, they are not only dog 
gone good, they are dog gone great. 

                                                                                                      ∞ 

 
 
 
 

…people really are the competitive advantage. 
…they are dog gone great. 
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S. Eric Christensen 
A results-oriented organizational effectiveness practitioner, with over 35 years of hands on 
experience in designing and implementing sustainable work system/cultural change 
initiatives. Intellectually knowledgeable enough to know what might work. Experienced 
enough to know what will work. Have coached and mentored leadership, from Front Line 
Supervisors to Superintendents to VPs. Have a real knack for quickly establishing, strong 
trust-based relationships. 
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