Tech Clubs at DaimlerChrysler

Etienne Wenger and, William Snyder

In 1988, when Japanese competition was threatening to put the company out of business, no one suspected that what was then the Chrysler Corporation (and is now the Chrysler unit of DaimlerChrysler) was going to create an innovative community-based knowledge system. 

While some of its competitors took as little as three years to get a new vehicle to market, a typical new-product development cycle at Chrysler easily ran 60 months. This was no way to compete. The first order of the day was to achieve a dramatic reduction in this product-development cycle. 

At the time, Chrysler was a traditional functional organization typical of large manufacturing operations with functional units like design, engineering, manufacturing, and sales. The design department would send a new design to engineering, which would send it back for redesign a few times. The design would then go to manufacturing and be sent back for reengineering until the vehicle was “manufacturable.” The local focus of the functional organization gave rise to these unavoidable iterations. Iteration, duplication, and therefore slowness were built into the system.

The decision was made to reorganize the unit radically. Engineers would now belong to “car platforms.” These platforms are product-oriented cross-functional structures that focus on a type of vehicle: large cars, small cars, minivan, trucks, and Jeep. Each platform is responsible for all phases of development associated with the whole vehicle. Engineers of all specialties report to supervisors within the platform on which they work. As a result, their primary focus is on the development of a specific vehicle. For instance, if you are a brakes engineer, your main allegiance, your reporting relationships, and your performance evaluation are no longer with the brakes department, but with a platform, such as small cars or minivan.

The move to platforms was quite successful. Engineers quickly focused primarily on the type of vehicle they were accountable for. This focus on the whole vehicle eliminated hand-offs and significantly reduced retooling cost. Eventually, the move to car platforms succeeded in reducing the product-development cycle from 60 to 30 months, with a proportional cut in R&D costs.
The move to platform did not come without costs, however. Senior managers realized the anticipated benefits of the platform structure were at risk when they started to see a host of new problems: multiple versions of the same part with slight variations, uncoordinated relationships with suppliers, innovations that did not travel, and mistakes that were repeated. The company had gained the advantage of product focus, but compromised its ability to learn from its own experience. Something had to be done to save the platform idea.

With a clear need for communication across platforms, former colleagues from functional areas started to meet informally. At first it was mainly supervisors from similar functions in each platform who met to discuss issues related to parts, suppliers, and new technologies. After some time, they saw that the learning taking place in these meetings could be enhanced and leveraged if all engineers in a given specialty area participated. They also invited representatives from purchasing, warranty analysis, and scientific labs.

Figure 1.1  Cross-platform Tech Clubs

Managers recognized the value of these informal meetings in creating learning processes that cut across all platforms. Still, they wanted to keep the primary allegiance and formal reporting relationships of engineers within the platforms. Rather than formalizing these emerging knowledge-based groups into a new matrix structure, they decided to keep them somewhat informal but to sanction and support them. The Tech Clubs were born.

Over time, Tech Clubs progressively established their value and became an integral part of engineering life at the Chrysler division. Engineers discovered that participating helps them do their job, and the time spent together is a good investment. It often saves them time and increases their confidence in their own design. It gives them a chance to get help with their own problems, to learn what others are discovering, and to explore emerging technologies. 

As the Tech Clubs matured, they took more active responsibility for their area of expertise. For instance, they started to conduct design reviews for their members before a design went through quality gates. In the mid 90’s, an engineering manager revived the old idea of creating an Engineering Book of Knowledge (EBoK), a database that would capture the relevant knowledge that engineers needed to do their job, including compliance standards, best practices, lessons learned, and supplier specifications. The team quickly realized that the EBoK vision could only succeed if the engineers themselves took responsibility for creating and maintaining the contents. They had to sell the idea to the Tech Clubs. There was some skepticism at first, but some Tech Club leaders saw an opportunity for consolidating Tech Club knowledge and taking stewardship of it. Documenting engineering knowledge had been tried several times in the previous forty years, but it had always been an individual responsibility that was viewed as unwelcome extra work. Now it was part of the activities and identity of communities whose purpose was to steward an engineering domain, not just to produce documents. It is now recognized that having existing communities of practice take responsibility for the process of producing the engineering book of knowledge was key to its success.










Figure 1.2   Evolution of Tech Clubs

Today, Tech Clubs are responsible for a host of knowledge-based activities such as documenting lessons learned, standardizing practices for their area, initiating newcomers, providing advice to car platforms, and exploring emerging technologies with suppliers.  Each area of engineering has spawned a number of specialized engineering Tech Clubs all coordinated by an “exec” Tech Club. There are over a hundred officially recognized Tech Clubs.  Engineers with a new concern—such as electronic overhead displays—can start an informal Tech Club and they can apply for official status if they attract enough participation.

Now the challenge of Tech Clubs is to broaden participation across functions and business units. Many Tech Clubs are realizing that they need closer links with functional areas such as manufacturing, sales and marketing, and quality management. Furthermore, the DaimlerChrysler merger has introduced a transatlantic dimension to the process with its own set of new challenges and opportunities. 
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