Dubha has transformed into a

company that the Canadian Manufacturers

and Exporters (CME) recommend people tour and see for themselves.

Our priority is the relentless pursuit of customer value. Our sincere belief is
that our employees are our strategic advantage. Empowerment and team-
work are the only way to develop quality processes. Our path is a deliberate,
focused plan to build a culture of excellence, innovation and a willingness to
look at unconventional solutions.

Commitment of
Management to Learning

Management of Duha started the journey
to becoming a learning organization when
they worked actively with other manufac-
turing companies in Winnipeg to share best
practices and challenges in growing their
companies. This external feedback helped
Duha think about what changes needed

to be made in both process and human
relations. Operations manager, Rod Smith,
Operations Manager, attests, “the outside
eyes give us honest feedback-we strive for
this”

Many companies want to encourage
learning, but they may not know how. A
first step for many companies is to provide
learning to all employees regardless of rank
or employment history. Smith relates, “The
hardest folks to get on board with this, you
know, and I've heard this many places, is the
management, the upper management.”

Duha decided they wanted to develop
cons"a\t leadership style - one that fos-
tered respect and continuous learning. So,

Sharing at lunch and learn session.

the company began to think of itself not
just as a manufacturer of paint chips, but as
a developer of human resources. Managers
were now facilitators of learning not just
producers of a product.

Gaining Employee
Respect and Trust

In order for employees to take risks in
learning including admitting vulnerabilities
and shortcomings, they need to feel they
can trust each other and management.
Manney Fernandes, the Senior Colour
Technician says, “You really have to respect
people for them to respect you, and when I
first started, I really didn’t understand that,
but over the years it's probably the most
important thing in any company that you
go to. If you don’t respect the people that
you're working with, you're really not going
to go very far as a leader, and people are just
not going to respect you at all”

Duha started with providing employ-
ees with authority to solve problems and
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All employees engage
in a daily huddle.

make decisions. This was part of a broader
process development, but the two concepts
dovetailed nicely. Employees started to feel
trusted and supported in their jobs. This
was essential for them to develop as learn-
ers and co-developers in the growth of the
company.

Duha has reduced micro-managing
employees. Supervisors and managers
provide links to senior management, but
all employees and employee teams work
independently. Responsibility for problem
solving, meeting deadlines, and pointing
out problems or inefficiencies is devolved to
all employees.

Individual Learning
Development

Many companies support the learning of
individuals through tuition refunds or release
time to attend training, and Duha is no ex-
ception. But they do much more. People are
encouraged to seek new learning both inside
and outside the company. Manney Fernandes
confirms this commitment to learning, “In
our department, if people have any type of
questions, I always ask them to ask me. If I
can't answer them, then our manager will,
because he totally encourages us to do extra
for ourselves: to get into computer skills, to
educate ourselves to become better”

People are encouraged to gain skills by
working with mentors across the organiza-
tion. They are also encouraged to look for
cross training and cross learning opportuni-
ties. For example, Corey Brown wanted to
improve his organizational skills. He linked
with a secretary who he says, “Is phenomenal

with organizing stuff,” As a consequence;
Brown has learned new organizational strate-
gies linked to problem solving.

Learning activities and learning events
provide both learning and leadership devel-
opment. Duha has a wide-range of events
including formal on-site training, one on one
peer tutoring, mentoring on specific skills,
forum groups, lunch and learns and special
interest groups to improve organizational
processes and procedures.

The lunch and learn sessions have been
an important part of employee learning and
leadership for the past year and a half. To
date 1100 participants have attended the
lunch and learn sessions and 15 facilita-
tors (employees with no formal training in
facilitation) have been building leadership
skills as session trainers. Rod Smith contends,
“We're trying to structure all the courses so
that people get the learning that they’ve never
got before”

Sharing Knowledge

Duha discovered that employees demon-
strated confidence in their jobs when they
are encouraged to present new ideas and
participate in working teams. Corey Brown,
the Press Coordinator, confirms, “I feel a lot
more important now. I like being involved
and getting more involved is my main
goal...I think the way I learned is you just
kind of pay attention to what you're doing,
just keep learning and asking questions and
presenting ideas, and once they see that
you have valid ideas, and you know what
you're talking about, it starts to shine on
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you a little, I guess” Learning is continuous
and woven throughout most daily activities.
Employees learn to think on their feet and
work together to solve problems.

Brown continues, “We try and change the
way that we run things. Just try and, a lot of
it is organizing it better, seeing a problem
and saying, ‘ok lets do it this way because
this might happen’ it is a lot of, I guess fore-
sight is what you're trying to get to. Just kind
of see what's coming and change the way we
do it so it’s easier the next time”

Huddles

A huddle is held daily for 5-10 minutes in
each department at every shift. The huddle
is a concept in the lean manufacturing
process. Every department has their own
huddle board in which employees are
encouraged to post suggestions. A joke is
heard daily at the beginning of each huddle
and employees rotate taking the lead in the
meetings. The ideas posted on the board are
reviewed and action is taken to implement
them. The idea may be a quick hit that can
be done immediately, a gem that takes some
planning, a strategic plan that requires some
outside input to achieve or an idea that can-
not be done but will be reconsidered in 30
days. The huddle board posts the number of
ideas that were implemented each month.

Duha values feedback and takes action
to implement changes. Manney Fernandes
believes this is important. He says Duha
“asks for our opinion on things from time
to time. We may have a possible solution to
the problem at hand that can be used in a
more efficient way...they incorporate what
they can into the company”



DUHA WOULD ATTRIBUTE ITS OVERALL
SUCCESS AND GROWTH TO THE FOLLOWING:

Commitment by management to learning at all levels.
e Employee respect and continuous learning .
e Participation of the entire workforce in a range of
learning activities.
e Team learning and team building activities and events.
Sharing knowledge to build vision.



Team Learning

Employees share new ideas and innova-
tions within a group; members of the
team represent a variety of education and
work experiences from all levels within
the organization. Gord Porter, the Coat-
ing Facilitator relates, “We had a situation
where three of us were operating the same
machine in three different ways. A special
interest group was formed to determine
which of the three alternatives were most
effective. Everyone on the team presented
their viewpoints. After exploring all the
alternatives, we all agreed on the most ef-
fective alternative

Employees ask questions, gather data,
look at a problem in the context it appears,
find out what if anything has changed
recently to cause the problem and contact
other people who are more knowledgeable
if beyond their area of expertise. Porter
adds, “We are encouraged to apply any

profiles and job classifications.
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new ideas to the workplace. It's rewarding
to apply new concepts that add value or
improvement. We are encouraged to give
our ideas a try even if they fail. This leads
to continuous improvements through find-
ing ‘best practice’ and this best practices is
shared in our training programs.”

Building Vision

Team objectives are linked to the vision,
mission and goals of the organization.
The vision and mission can be seen on the
lunchroom wall, heard in the huddles and
discussed at the steering committee meet-
ings. When asked about responsibility for
building vision, Manney Fernandes reflects,
“Vision is built by the CEO, the managers,
the supervisors... and oh, I guess, me”

But all understand that building vision
takes time. Gord Porter believes, “There
is more opportunity to see the vision now
than there was three years ago. The current

The Workplace Informal Learning Matrix (WILM) is a powerful tool to help you measure
the complexity of informal learning in your workplace.

The WILM consists of a series of specific scales used to capture the opportunity and levels of the
Essential Skills required for a range of job classifications in the workplace. These non-technical
skills include communication, problem solving, working with others, decision making,
leadership, workplace culture, diversity and continuous learning.

The WILM process is non-invasive and easy to administer. It provides both employers and
employees with a range of information about the level of informal learning needed in job

Over 50 companies across Canada have helped the CEW design, develop, refine and validate
the WILM matrices. These companies have provided valuable feedback on many aspects of
the WILM. We would like to thank all the participating companies for their time, energy, and
creativity regarding the use and applications of the WILM.

REDISCOVER YOUR WORKPLACE
with WILM — The Matrix that captures the dimension of
informal learning in your work.

5/ /

reality is called the present state. Our vision
is to reach the perfect future state. The way
to the future state actually is never ending
but we keep getting nearer with every im-
provement we make”

http://www.duhagroup.com
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BEGINNING A LEARNING
JOURNEY AND BUILDING
A CUETURE OF TRAINING

WINDOWS AND DOORS, INC.

CWD Windows and Doors has been in business for just over fifty
years. Its production plant is located in southeast Calgary, with sales
branch locations in Calgary, Edmonton, Red Deer, Medicine Hat,
Grande Prairie, Regina, Saskatoon, and Winnipeg.

CENTRE FOR EDUCATION AND WORK



CASE STUDIES

Any new idea that I bring forward to my
supervisor will be examined and will be

implemented, if feasible.

“As an organization, we are striving to create a culture where
learning is an everyday part of what we do. Whether it is a
production worker receiving on-the-job training, managers
sharing knowledge at a morning meeting, an employee being
coached to deal with a difficult situation, or supervisors attending
classroom training in lean manufacturing, learning takes place
continuously, and in many forms. We have embarked on an
exciting and rewarding learning journey. A journey where
continuous learning is both the pathway and the ultimate
destination.” Egon Thauberger, Human Resources Manager,
CWD Windows and Doors, Inc.

The thinking and vision expressed here is not unique to this
HR manager. It is a philosophy shared by CWD employees, senior
executives, and by its parent company and owner, Ply Gem. This
is a story about how CWD, a medium size company, recognizes
learning as a key organizational goal, and one that also helps
employees achieve individual, personal and career goals. That's
the win-win advantage of workplace learning!
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Employee demonstrates job task.
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The Beginning: A Learning Journey

CWD Windows and Door’s journey to becoming a learning
organization began about three years ago, when a number of
senior executive people decided to embrace training as key to
organizational success. They saw that occasional, fragmented
training yields only partial gains, but that taking a more strategic
approach to training would be more fruitful. They also recognized
that while the theory of becoming a learning organization is easy
to embrace, the hard part is “getting there”. They collectively
committed to making that journey.

First, a training strategy discussion document was created. The
document highlighted training goals that would contribute to a
culture of learning, strategies for employee and organizational
effectiveness, and methods for integrating training into broader
Human Resources functions. The document also discussed needs
assessments, internal and external program providers, training
administration tasks, such as the creation of a training database,
training schedule criteria, and training costs.

In November 2006, the Human Resources team conducted a
needs assessment. Managers and Supervisors were asked to rank
their learning priorities. The three highest ranking training needs
identified were employee performance management, sexual
harassment & discrimination, and conflict management.

The result of the needs assessment was a series of learning
opportunities delivered in 2007 and 2008. Learning opportunities
included in-house classroom training, such as the Hallmarks of
Supervisory Success, principles of lean manufacturing, and in-
formal plant floor coaching and mentoring. External consultants
delivered The Coach Approach, a coaching skills module, and
Workplace Essential Skills, an ESL course for production workers
and lead hands.

The On Going Learning

Learning begins the first day that a new employee starts work-
ing at CWD. All new production employees receive a two-hour
company orientation session, followed by a two-hour Health and
Safety course. All CWD employees are also required to attend a
two-hour Respectful Workplace course that addresses workplace
violence, harassment, and discrimination.

This is not the end of training for entry level employees. The
Workplace Essential Skills course and the Coach Approach course



CWD ATTRIBUTES ITS GROWTH TO:

e Astrategic approach to training.

Effective communication and knowledge sharing.

Respect for diversity.

Support for innovative thinking.
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Continuous learning ensures
a quality product.

are designed to teach effective communication skills and
knowledge sharing.

The Workplace Essential Skills English Second Language (ESL)
program was introduced to accommodate the culturally diverse
production staff — approximately 85% speak English as a second
language. The course is mandatory for coordinator/lead hands
who mentor/coach others and so require well-developed
communication skills.

The Coach Approach course has assisted lead hands with some
of the skills required for their jobs such as organization, communi-
cation, team building, time management and conflict management
resolution. Communication is important on the shop floor to solve
problems and lead hands take on the role of problem solvers. For
example, a supply issue could result in the shut down of produc-
tion, if not resolved. The lead hand hears of the problem from an
employee, and needs to respond quickly to resolve the issue. A
supply rush order may need to be placed to resume operation.

Sharing knowledge

At CWD, knowledge sharing is encouraged to pass on learning

to others to support innovation and continuous learning. At the
beginning of every shift, department members gather together for
a toolbox meeting. The toolbox meetings provide an opportunity to
share new ideas and learning. Lead hands, employees and supervi-
sors are comfortable making suggestions to one another. One lead
hand remarked “Any new idea that I bring forward to my supervi-
sor will be examined and will be implemented, if feasible”

This toolbox meeting is centered around a matrix board. The
matrix board is a four-sided rectangular box on a stand. Each of the
four sides addresses a different topic. One side addresses safety; any
safety issues that have arisen over the past shift(s) will be written
here, and discussed. Another side addresses production issues; any
that have arisen over the past shift will be written here for discus-
sion and problem solving. A third side addresses quality issues, and
on the fourth side are written brainstorming ideas, ideas that will
be open for discussion at the next toolbox meeting.

Supervisors are given an opportunity to share ideas at manage-
ment meetings. One supervisor remarked, “It’s not easy to stand
in front of people and talk, but management accepted one of my
ideas, and ran with it” In another case, a lead hand recommended
that foam be placed on top of the tables where glass sheets would be
laid, to prevent the likelihood of damage to the glass surface. This
practice was immediately adopted.

Supervisors are currently working to create standardized job
tasks. Employees at CWD feel they know the job, are the experts

It’s not easy to stand in front of people and
talk, but management accepted one of my

ideas, and ran with it.
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in the production process, and are welcome to share their expert
knowledge with others. The supervisor talks to employees and then
records all of the tasks required in an operation. “This is especially
important with the advent of lean manufacturing, which is a bot-
tom up process that relies on advice from the expert, “remarks the
Human Resources Manager.

Communication

Communication is valued at CWD. Employees are comfortable
asking questions, giving advice, or discussing a problem. They seem
comfortable and relaxed working together and communicating
with each other.

Managers communicate with plant floor employees by posting
notices on bulletin boards, or by relaying information through
the supervisor and then the lead hand. Supervisors communicate
with each other in the daily 12:30 p.m. meetings, and through
the Intranet.

Communication is also a necessary tool to foster a workplace
culture of cooperation and respect. While it is true that CWD
provides each new employee with a course about the respectful
workplace, it is important for everyone to practice respect on a
daily basis, in this multicultural workplace. The company does its
part to encourage respect for diversity by posting a cultural calen-
dar noting cultural days of celebration. Employees are allowed to
bring food to work to celebrate such days, and greatly enjoy telling
others about the importance of that day, as they share the food.

Facing Challenges

The Human Resources Manager noted that the journey has not been
without its challenges. The Human Resource Manager had to con-
vince some managers that, despite the inconvenience to production,
there will be a return on investment from training and development
and that development is key to operational success. He noted, “We
had to change people’s views about the importance of training, we
had to market training” The key to promoting learning was to iden-
tify champions in the workplace, champions willing to “talk it up’, to
focus on the benefits of workplace learning and a learning culture.
Training had to be marketed in a positive light to remove any

assumptions that training was required due to individual skill gaps.

This was particularly important for the marketing of leadership and
communication skills training. Over time CWD has seen evidence of
operational improvements as a result of the shift to learning. Manag-
ers and supervisors are satisfied with the results. They have found that
employees approach human resources to ask advice on education and
training, and there are fewer complaints about work issues.

Learning is a continuous journey that the company envisions for a
long time. The Executive at CWD has just approved the 2009 Leader-
ship Development training plan. The advice to others embarking on
this journey is: “It's a marathon, not a sprint. Be patient; it will take
time. Expect barriers. Believe that there is a wealth of people in the
organization who are just waiting for this to happen”

The Centre for Education and Work and CWD Windows thank
the employees who agreed to an interview and who shared their
knowledge and experience: Barka Halar, Tony Lonigro, Johnson
Law, Balwinder Saini, Nelson Carreiro, Egon Thauberger, Anna-Liza
Igonia, Phung Nguyen, and Kim Troncoso. Their enthusiasm for
learning and sharing knowledge is inspiring.

http://www.cwdwindows.com
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The toolbox meetings are centred around a matrix board.
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HITEWATER COMPOSITES LTD., WHICH

MARKETS ITS PRODUCTS UNDER THE NAME OF

FORMASHAPE, IS A SPECIALIST IN WATERSLIDES
MADE FROM MOULDED FIBERGLASS COMPOSITES, AND
THEY HAVE A HEALTHY MARKET SHARE OF THIS GLOBAL
BUSINESS. To balance the seasonal and cyclical waterslide business,

FormaShape diversified into moulding specialized high-quality

composite architectural elements.

FormaShape’s business transformation
and change in management style is tied to
their efforts to learn and teach “lean,” the
business performance improvement and
human development philosophy made
famous by Toyota. They have made great
gains in quality and have shortened the time
it takes to make a part from an average of
22 days in 2003 to about five and a half
hours at the time of this study.

One of the most basic characteristics of
a learning organization is a shared vision
and a communication plan to get there.
Organizational planning and clarity of
purpose have set FormaShape on its path.
President Peter Jeffrey explains that he and
the management team realize that ultimately

innovation and uniqueness make their
customers’ experience with FormaShape
successful. Innovation depends on research
and development, which in many ways
depends on an organization that is continu-
ing to learn. “The vision is to lead the pack,
to find those niches for services at which we
can be best in the world”

FormaShape, is a specialist in waterslides
made from moulded fiberglass composites
and they have a healthy market share of
this global business. To balance the
seasonal and cyclical waterslide business,
FormaShape diversified into moulding
specialized high-quality composite archi-
tectural elements. FormaShape managers
have developed a ‘flywheel of aligned goals

WESLAT |
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FORMASHAPE ATTRIBUTES ITS GROWTH TO:

Organizational planning and the path to the future

through the voices of the President and the Human
Resources Director.

Communication through visuals and meetings.

Continuous Learning through commitment to technical
industry training and certification for workers.

Critical thinking and reflection.

Culture and the road ahead for a Canadian company
working on being smarter and better at business every day.

CENTRE FOR EDUCATION AND WORK™#




Two workers learning on
the shop floor.

and associated improvement projects which
define their unique advantage. In order for
that vision to happen and the company to
fulfill the vision, “the whole skill set of the
company moves up 3 or 4 notches” Jeftrey
came to the company as president from the
aerospace industry. “My previous experi-
ence told me that without a roadmap of
where you were going, you didn't have a
hope”

Jeftrey and the managers set the road
map and have taken actions to move the
company on the path that they envision.
About 5 years ago, FormaShape managers
realized that to increase people’s skills and
knowledge, they would have to dedicate
resources. They set a goal of spending a
minimum of 5% of payroll on training and
development, double the Canadian average.
This number does not capture on the job
training, people’s wages while in training or
the cost of time taken in communication
meetings and informal learning conversa-
tions. To support the training goals:

o A position of full-time Lean Coor-
dinator was created, reporting to the
President;

o The company built a training room, big
and flexible enough to respond to dif-
ferent needs;

o In-house training modules and outside
courses were identified for each level of
employee;

o FormaShape joined a select industry
group to lead technical industry training;

o In 2008 they hired a Human Resources
Director to put people planning on the
executive team;

o The company made informal and team
learning a deliberate part of every day
life and have communication systems
and practices to create information flow.

With these resources and systematic
training in place, the foundational elements
supporting the vision of a skilled workforce
that competes on innovation was in place.

Learning the Vision

If developing the minds and skills of
employees is key to achieving the company
vision, then it is not surprising that there is
planned formal training through classroom
courses and expert-led sessions at For-
maShape. Their target of spending twice
the industry average on training is mostly
accounted for in formal training.

A visual example of this commitment is
in full view for all workers. Near the door
that leads to the lunchroom, and just where
one would stand to face the shop, there is a
tall wall with a display ladder depicting the
seniority of workers for each value stream
product line. A value steam product line
is a flowchart or map outlining the work
processes. Each individual holds seniority
within the value stream depending on their
level of training and their date of hire. To
progress up the ladder, a worker needs to be
learning and then training others.

With the permanent visual board
displayed each shift can see the others’
progress including the continuous improve-
ments, ideas and current projects. Produc-
tion information, profit and loss within
the value stream and materials used are all
there too. “The most powerful part of the
idea,” says a supervisor, “is that the board

makes it all open, and visual. Anyone can
write on the board,” he says, “but the most
important part isn’t what's on the board. Its
the conversations that happen in front of it”
The habit of stopping to consider, to reflect
on learning and be open with questions
creates a normalcy for continuous learning
and leads to the potential for continuous
improvement.

Tricia Gibbs, Human Resources Director
for FormaShape sees the culture shift-
ing from learning and implementing lean
process improvements to leadership and the
development of the supervisors and middle
managers. These are the people who man-
age the front lines and include production
workers. “We have spent the last five years
focusing on lean around production and
process improvement. Now we need to have
the culture”

Gibbs sets high expectations for training
strategies and tools, leadership, continuous
learning and improvements to meet the
high standards set by the organization. She
cites the company ideology and the chal-
lenge of living up to a culture of participa-
tive decision-making, open channels of
communication and positive climate. As
the newest member of the executive team,
Tricia Gibbs sees the places where there is
work to be done to live up to best practices

in developing people.

WESLAT|
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FORMASHAPE
House of Lean
Manufacturing
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Vision in Action

Lean Coordinator Pete Yakachuk teaches
the process of Hansei in FormaShape cours-
es. Hansei is a formal reflection process that
helps workers think about their team work
and experiences out loud together. They are
taught that errors and mistakes are inevi-
table , but let’s “learn from our failure and
let’s try not to do it again” At FormaShape,
he says, reflection is a tool “to identify any
problems, root cause, solve and then also
celebrate the things that went well” Its a
feedback loop that is starting to be a normal

Supervisor at the market meeting board.

routine on the shop floor. “The office, not as
much...that will be the strategy for the year
coming up, to transfer the things we

are doing in the shop to the office”

A new employee, just two weeks on
the job, has noticed that at FormaShape a
person has access to “a lot of information,
all these graphs and charts even down to
our profit value for the week” She observes
that people “are open to having you take the
information as you will” Reflecting in the
group setting is also new to her.

“Every day, at the Market Meeting, we
hear what went right and wrong, and how
to improve. Each person says something
to help the team. Typically in a workplace,
each shift blames the other. But with Han-
sei, I learn what happened with our work
for the other shift, and we are one big giant
team. It motivates me personally to learn
more and do a better job”

This new employee is also connecting
her experience in the plant with the outside
world. “Ilove knowing that millions of
children will enjoy these slides. That’s an
instant positive benefit for me. I can see a
great future here”

®
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Comrpl_mications to reinforce
the vision

Near the end of a work group meeting,
the Operations Manager Darren Bas-

sett comments on businesses in the area
that are closing and laying workers off.
“We have sustained,” he says. “The lean
journey that we have been on the last five
years has lowered our costs and allowed
us to stay in business” He talks about the
gross margins, and the upcoming orders
for waterslides and for the architectural
parts. He talks about the way the com-
pany will navigate the marketplace in the
coming months. People listen attentively.
Employees ask if the fall in price of oil or
the fluctuation in the Canadian dollar has
helped the business. His answers are brief
but thoughtful. Everyone has the opportu-
nity to see the “big” picture. This is part of
sharing the vision.

The company recognizes employee
contributions and counts on the staff to
grow with the company. The action plan
and learning resources ensure employee
growth is possible. The philosophy of the
company permeates the work, the meet-
ings, the training and the systems. People
think about what is going on and what
learning they can draw through the Hansei
practices of reflection and feeding back.

On the shop floor, one supervisor put
his enthusiasm for learning, lean improve-
ments and employee involvement this way:

“Things have really changed here in the
past year and a half. Now its WOW! Some
things we are seeing now, we did not imagine.
When people see the ideas work, the im-
provements work, wow. We have tried differ-
ent products, different materials and ways to
get past our limitations. Our team members,
they learn by doing it together with us.”

President Jeffrey points to the strategic
importance of having a plan, and aligning
activities with the plan, up and down in the
organization. “It is our vision that we have to
increase our skill set and find the niches for our
services that we can be the best in the world”

http://www.formashape.com
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CONNECTING
COMMUNICATION
TO LEARNING

o - RUGGEDCOM

. Ruggedcom is positively bursting at the seams, looking forward |
to-its move to larger facilities just up the highway. From its start
just eight years ago, Ruggedcom now employs 175 employees in
their headquarters located north of Toronto in Woodbridge,
Ontario. Currently located in a non-descript low-rise industrial |
complex, it will soon enjoy facilities almost three times larger
when it moves to its new home later this year.

CENTRE FOR EDUCATION AND WORK



I don’t care whether you're the CEO or the junior person
on the production floor. If you're not doing some kind of
learning, somewhere, you just get stale.

Ruggedcom designs and manufactures communications
networking products such as network routers and Ethernet
switches for use in harsh industrial and environmental conditions.
The company, which currently produces over 200 products, was the
first to develop an Ethernet switch specifically for electrical utili-
ties. Their clients include telecommunications, military, industrial
processors, and a wide variety of manufacturers. In addition to
their design manufacturing activities, Ruggedcom offers technical
support services to clients.

The company was started in 2001. While the creation of a culture
of learning may have been intentional from the start, maintaining
it through such rapid growth has meant constantly adapting to
change. The motivation for fostering the culture is strong, however,

WESLAT |

and stems from a desire on the part of management to keep
workers stimulated.

How communication connects to learning

“Learning is something everyone’s got to do,” says one senior
manager. “T don’t care whether you're the CEO or the junior person
on the production floor. If you're not doing some kind of learning,
somewhere, you just get stale”

“I don’t mind that it's Monday” Management and employees
alike credit the learning culture as the largest contributor to a
positive working environment. Senior managers see a strong link
between employee opportunities for learning and the commitment
and/or motivation that employees show in their work. “One of the
biggest things we try to achieve is that on Monday mornings you
actually want to come to work, rather than it being a chore,”
is how one senior manager puts it. “If it’s a chore, then we need to
do something”

“Good people, good company.” Senior managers credit their
learning culture with financial benefits as well as those benefits that
are harder to measure, such as high morale and job satisfaction.
But they do know that turnover at Ruggedcom is very low, which
means lower recruitment and initial training costs. They also feel
the learning culture has improved their profitability; employees
freely share their ideas about ways to improve efficiencies and
lower costs wherever possible.

Taking Risks “This job is about
learning every day”

At Ruggedcom, all employees are challenged to look for new learn-
ing opportunities each and every day. “This job is about learning
every day, explains one employee. “Along the way you will encoun-
ter situations that you will potentially learn from” Employees com-
municate through their actions and words that new situations are a
source of ongoing learning, and they feel comfortable meeting the
challenges head on. If they need help to figure something unfamiliar
out, they turn first to their teammates; if that course of action does
not produce satisfactory results, they go to their manager.

One employee recalls the first day when he realized that
Ruggedcom was different. He describes an incident during his first
weeks on the job when an order hadn’t been shipped out as
scheduled. The materials manager came by to ask why it hadn’t

One of many products
assembled at Ruggedcom.



RUGGEDCOM ATTRIBUTES PART OF
ITS SUCCESS TO THE FOLLOWING

e Positive working environment.
Learning opportunities.
Open communication.
Sharing ideas and knowledge.
No-blame environment.
Sense of pride and ownership of employees’ work.
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‘ ‘ When I say “mistake,” to me that means
an opportunity to fix that mistake,
to learn something. , ’

been shipped, and the shipping lead described the situation to the

manager and explained why the order hadn’t gone out as scheduled.

The employee remembers thinking how different this interaction
was from similar situations he had observed in other workplaces,
As he explains, “For a shipping area, it wasn't just about ship, ship,
ship. It was OK what happened, we listened to each other, we
engaged. That’s what the manager did - he didn’t accuse us, he
asked why it hadn’t been shipped to find out the root cause. Right
then and there I kind of figured out this wasn't a traditional way
of running a company.”’

Several employees and managers mention they feel Ruggedcom
is a no-blame zone, where mistakes are turned into learning op-
portunities. This is reinforced by a willingness to try new things
without fear that they will make a mistake. In fact, when employees
describe situations where they have made errors, they talk about
ways they used that situation to learn from it. “When I say “mis-
take,” to me that means an opportunity to fix that mistake, to learn
something,” explains one employee.

The word “problem” is rarely spoken, not because it appears any-
one is trying to avoid the word, but because new situations are typi-
cally framed as something unfamiliar, but not something negative.
“The one who encounters the problem tries to solve it themselves.
For example, if I can't solve it myself I go to my team, they’re always
there for me. If we still have a problem then we go to the manager.
Usually we try to solve it on our own. Our manager is trying to give
us the idea that we can do it on our own - if we have an idea we can
try it, and if we still need help he’s always there’, an employee said.

Learning is a two-way street

Many full-time employees are offered the opportunity to attend
leadership training, with its focus on communication skills.
Coaching sessions are held with participants of the leadership
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training sessions after each session, approximately three weeks
apart. The coaching sessions are an opportunity for participants to
reflect on what they have learned and to consider ways of applying
their knowledge. One manager describes these sessions as two-way
learning opportunities, pointing out that he received leadership
training several years ago, so that as participants share what they’ve
learned, the sessions actually serve to refresh his memory.

Senior managers see an immediate benefit to having so many
employees trained in communication and leadership, but they also
see that those employees can go on to model communication prac-
tices for others who have not been trained. They have opportunities
to practise those skills because of the way the work is organized and
because of the demands they make on each other to seek new and
better ways of carrying out their work. This dynamic encourages
them to try to communicate in as effective a way as possible - to
make suggestions, to listen attentively, and to ask probing questions.

Gemba walks were recently introduced at Ruggecom as a way to
identify problems and get people thinking about solutions. Fash-
ioned on lean manufacturing principles, the idea behind Gemba
walks is for managers to walk the floor, observe, ask questions and
listen carefully. Most importantly, managers are required to resist
the urge to answer questions or solve problems themselves. The
walks, which often have a particular theme, can offer a real learning
experience for managers. In observing how the production floor re-
ally operates, and listening to people talk about their jobs, they can
often remediate situations before they become a problem.

The recent introduction of Gemba walks, where managers walk
through production areas to observe and ask questions, was in part
a way to improve information flow between senior management
and production staff. Daily team meetings kick off each day on the
production floor, while the materials team meets daily for sessions
that provide opportunity to talk and learn together.



Sharing ideas

“This is what I really appreciate about my company: they give
me the opportunity to share our ideas and interests. In other
companies you just follow directions, but here we are always
sharing our ideas”

‘When employees do contribute suggestions, they feel manage-
ment listens. “The great thing about this company is ownership;,” says
one employee. “They give us pretty much all the freedom we want to
improve, change things around as long as we see a value in it. Ideas
are given freely — we want people to come forth with their ideas” The
feeling is that those closest to the work know the work the best, so
processes allow communication to flow from frontline employees to
supervisory and management staff.

Open communication is seen as a way to head off conflicts. “If
we have an issue, we don't hold it, we communicate it to each other.
We have a group meeting, and from there we brainstorm to find
solutions’, one employee said.

Knowledge Sharing

“Even if it’s just a few minutes, we gather together to share the
information. We share it right away before we forget”

When employees learn something new at Ruggedcom, the
expectation is they will share it with other team members. In fact,

when asked where knowledge is stored, one employee responds,
“Our information is not really stored, it’s shared. In most cases
process maps and procedures are written but we share information.
It doesn't make sense for only one person to know if we are all likely
to run into the same issue” Of course, policies and procedures are
documented and readily available, but because of Ruggedcom’s
rapid growth and constantly changing work processes, it is critical
that knowledge be communicated on a more immediate basis.
Daily team meetings are also seen as a vehicle to share knowl-
edge and build a sense of team. In the materials department, daily
“workout sessions” can address just about anything that employees
identify they want to do. “That’s when we can share our ideas,”
“That’s the time when we really work together as a whole team”.
Employees soon recognize that they can expect more from this
company in the way of learning opportunities, but they also real-
ize that they have a role to play in ensuring that learning continues
to happen. When asked how long the initial training period lasted,
one employee responds with a laugh, “It’s still going! Everyday there’s
something new”

http://www.ruggedcom.com
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Petes Frootique (Petes) is a retail
and wholesale operation that sells fruits and vegeta-
bles, as well as other gourmet delights. The company
employs approximately in Nova Scotia
and strives to create a “Wow atmosphere” that
provides customers and staft with the finest and

the freshest, the and the

in a memorable shopping, working and learning
experience.

Experiencing the Wow
factor of a continuous
learning workplace

The Wow “brand experience” of shopping at
Pete’s is one that staff members understand
as their primary directive and it requires
continuous learning to maintain. As such,
learning is evident in every conversation,
meeting, walk-around (“huddle”), and
orientation. Customers want to know how to
prepare diverse produce and products. They
want to understand the nutritional value

of fruits and vegetables from around the
globe. Thus, they turn to the employees to
answer such questions. One employee shares
a story of a regular customer who wanted a
particular exotic vegetable that the store did
not carry. The customer wanted to know if

a similar vegetable which the store had in
stock could be used as a substitute and if it
would produce a similar flavour.

“I told the customer that I would find out
so I went upstairs and looked through our
reference materials and also looked on-line.
I discovered that we carried a vegetable that

would work provided that it was roasted.
She was happy that I took the time to sort
this out and that is the type of service people
expect. It’s also a great way to keep you
learning all the time.”

For Pete’s employees, the attraction of
learning something new each day is a moti-
vating aspect of their work. Reference mate-
rials on fruits and vegetables are available in
the staff room and new items are tasted and/
or demonstrated for staft each week. Staft
members learn from supervisors, from each
other and also independently. Such learning
often results in a new appreciation of the
rich tastes hidden in the world’s produce and
fosters healthier eating habits.

“This is a place where you can learn how
to make a meal out of something that you
have never eaten before...You also develop a
greater awareness of what's good for you and
so you learn to eat healthier. I like that type
of exotic learning”

In addition to learning about the nutri-
tional qualities of produce and products,
staff members must also pay close attention
to how items are displayed. As Pete states
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We realized for instance that if we were going to put
flowers in the customer washrooms, then we should
also put flowers in the staff washrooms.

“Retail is detail”. Displays of fruit, fish,
vegetables, meat, cheese, and chocolate
are designed by staff based upon years of
on-the-job experience and a commitment
to learning.

Learning from mistakes

Pete’s is a workplace where making an
honest mistake is viewed as part of learning
how to do the job. Employees strive for
excellence and they desire their work to
be without error. But when a mistake does
occur, especially when an employee is still
learning a new process, learning how to
build a new display, or navigating a new
part of the store, supervisors and manag-
ers use the mistake as learning illustration
rather than a berating exercise. In such
an experiential learning environment,
employees grow more confident as their
mistakes help them to build upon their
existing knowledge. Further, as they move
into supervisory positions, they apply the
same open learning principles to their new
responsibilities. As one manager explains,
“When I started as a front line worker, I
learned by making mistakes and by being
persistent. My manager was patient and he
let me make those mistakes and used each
one to teach me something new. Now, I
carry that same principle forward in my job
as a manager.

Enriching workplace learning

Pete’s incorporates store produce and
products into many of its training and
learning sessions. The store managers
explain that these “chop and chat” sessions
(demonstration of product/produce) occur
at most meetings and help to enrich the
learning experience.

At an employee orientation session,
various fruit samples from around the globe
are passed around and eaten as the produce
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supervisor explains the unique qualities of
each item. People taste the tanginess and
smell the skin of various exotic fruits - a
complete sensory learning experience. At
a managers’ meeting, a supervisor shows
various soy products and discusses their
nutritional qualities. The entire team then
shares recipe ideas with one another and
notes the various combinations of veg-
etables and fruits that can be used with the
soy products.

Treating employees
as customers

Pete’s philosophy is that employees are

as important as customers. Supervisors

in both stores note that the quality of the
product is only as good as the enthusiasm
and skill of the team. In the highly competi-
tive world of food retailing, independent
retailers like Pete’s must therefore ensure
that employees feel and are treated with
the same respect as customers. A senior
manager describes how treating employees
as customers changes even small aspects of
the daily experience.

“We realized for instance that if we were
going to put flowers in the customer wash-
rooms, then we should also put flowers in
the staff washrooms. Also, if there was a
loose tile in the staff room, then it should be
fixed just as quickly as if it was on the store
floor”

The manager goes on to explain that at
Pete’s the goal for the company is for annual
staff and customer satisfaction surveys to
be equal.

“We want our staff members to recom-
mend Pete’s as a top employer and the
only way we will accomplish that is for the
employees to feel cared for regardless of
where they work in the organization. That
means staff members get the training they
need, they are given the opportunity to
voice opinions, and they are treated with
the same level of respect as our customers.

Put simply, if we want our customer satis-
faction to increase, staff satisfaction must
also increase”

Several initiatives aim to support staff
in their work and learning. They include
the use of a bi-weekly internal newsletter
that contains specific company messages
and that profiles a different staff member
in each issue. Also, a staff suggestion box
is used to encourage the dissemination
of ideas and concerns. Further, a small
library is located in the staff room at both
locations and is stocked with information
about store produce.

Creating a culture of caring
and diversity

Pete’s cares about people and is commit-
ted to creating a work environment where
diversity is respected and a culture of car-
ing prevails. The company recognizes that
its diverse workforce wants to learn about
and be engaged with the community. Thus,
the company introduced Pete’s Helping
Hands which allocates a certain amount of
paid time off each year that employees can
apply to use to volunteer with local com-
munity organizations. In return, employ-
ees are required to share their volunteer
experience with co-workers (staff meeting,
company newsletter). In this manner, the
volunteer learning experience enriches the
entire company.

Pete’s also makes a concerted effort to
ensure that its workforce reflects the racial,
cultural, social, and gender makeup of the
community. In 2009, the company received
the Employer of Choice Award from a Hali-
fax based disability organization for being
an inclusive and barrier free workplace for
persons with disabilities. New immigrants,
persons with disabilities, visible racial
groups, and persons who use American
Sign Language (ASL) are several of the
groups represented in the stores. To ensure
that employees from these groups feel



PETE’S ATTRIBUTES ITS OVERALL
GROWTH AND SUCCESS TO:

A desire to make everyplace a learning space and anytime
a learning time.

e A creative work environment where diversity is respected
and a culture of caring prevails.

e Aworkplace where employees are as important as
the customers.

e A continuous learning workplace where making a mistake
is viewed as part of learning to do the job.

e A “Wow atmosphere” where excellent service and top
quality produce keep customers coming back.
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Retail is detail, employees design store displays.

supported, the store provides training ses-
sions for staff including free American Sign
Language (ASL) and English as a Second
Language classes. These learning activities
foster diversity in the workplace and make
coming to work each day more enjoyable.

“Diversity is what makes this a great
place to work. Every day I want to come to
work because the people who work here
and the customers who shop here bring
different experiences into the same place.
It’s like stepping into a global marketplace. I
learn something new about the world every
day and I think that (learning) makes me a
better person.”

Building and maintaining a
learning culture

People are behind the success of any busi-
ness and at Pete’s this maxim is paramount.
Employees at all levels feel empowered to
offer suggestions, to make mistakes, to be
creative, to engage customers, and to solve
problems. Further, they feel respected and
supported by a company that professes

and exhibits a culture of caring. As a result,
employees actively learn from each other,
from customers, from team meetings, from
training events, and from on-site library
resources. As one employee remarks,

Employees at all levels feel empowered to offer
suggestions, to make mistakes, to be creative, to
engage customers, and to solve problems.
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“When I come to work in the morning,
my co-workers all smile and say hello. My
supervisor asks me how I'm doing. If there
is something new in our department, we
take time to learn about that product. Those
little things make coming to work, even
at such an early hour, a great experience. I
guess you could say that working here we
as employees get to have some of that Wow
experience that the customers enjoy”

As Pete Luckett, the owner, proudly
exclaims, “Growth of our business - Wow!
We're a business that’s movin’ and shakin
We're on the charge! If you're looking for
opportunities, this is the place for you!”

http://www.petesfrootique.com
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