April 14, 2004

Ms. Carla Patterson

Director

Nebraska Manufacturing Extension Partnership 

P.O. Box 95666

301 Centennial Mall South

Lincoln, NE  68509-4666

Dear Ms. Patterson:

Subject: Observations and Recommendations of the 10th Year Review Panel 
As you know, MEP Director Kevin Carr concurred with this Panel’s general recommendation, issued at our March 24, 2004 review, to continue funding for the Nebraska Manufacturing Extension Partnership (NMEP) and that NMEP follow its regular review schedule.  We congratulate you and your staff on NMEP’s efforts and performance.  

The following observations and recommendations are offered for consideration in pursuit of the continuous improvement of NMEP.  Under the Panel Review Process you should reply within 30 days directly to Margaret Phillips, Associate Director, NIST MEP, with your feedback regarding the observations and recommendations raised during this review.  You are also invited to provide comments on the review process.
Overall Center Performance

Observations:

1. NMEP has done an outstanding job of building and managing a complex partnership network of unrelated yet cooperative entities.  The Center particularly enjoys a strong relationship with the state, and the Panel encourages NMEP in its efforts to deepen and broaden these partnerships over time.

2. The Panel commends NMEP’s leaders for taking previous recommendations seriously and making every effort to improve its Minimally Acceptable Impact Metrics (MAIMs).  The Center has now achieved some of the highest scores in the MEP network.  The Panel applauds this improvement effort and encourages NMEP to sustain its current performance level.

3. The Panel expressed particular admiration for NMEP’s ability to not only coordinate relationships with its partners, but also coordinate reporting efforts.  The Panel notes two NMEP processes that it wishes to nominate as MEP Model Practices:  

a. The organizational process by which every partner uses the same IT system (via web) to report its client impact data.

b. The agreement with the Nebraska Food Processing Center that allows confidential clients to be recorded in the NIST survey without violating the terms of their confidentiality.  

The Panel recommends MEP make efforts to share both practices with other Centers in the MEP system.

Recommendations:

1. The Panel recommends NMEP continue relevant discussions about alternative business models with select Panel members in the near future.

Strategic Goal Observations and Recommendations

Goal 1:  Make internal changes to reflect improved survey response rates.

Observations:

1. The Panel is glad to hear that NMEP has begun to use a modified version of the NIST survey to prepare client responses and expectations for the official survey.  It is also pleased that NMEP has a solid process in place for quantifying anticipated project impacts at the proposal stage of client interaction.  It is gratifying for the Panel to hear that the NIST data is also considered valuable for the State’s own economic development tracking efforts.

2. NMEP has dramatically improved its survey response rate thanks to its increased focus on this goal.  The Panel congratulates the Center on exceeding NIST expectations in this area.

Recommendations:

1. The Panel noted that the Center’s Q4-2002 client count is slightly lower than previous quarters and urges NMEP to contact its partner organizations for assistance identifying additional clients while the period is still open.

2. Continue efforts to develop an internal post-project survey process.  The Panel’s experience proves the near-term value of this practice, and it supports NMEP’s initiative to establish its own survey.

Goal 2:  Customer follow-up and customer satisfaction

Observations:

1. None.

Recommendations:

1. The Panel notes that NMEP has one of the highest customer satisfaction scores in the national system, and congratulates the Center on its efforts to raise and maintain those scores.  As the focus of NIST’s tracking moves more toward quantified economic impact metrics, the Panel urges NMEP to have the same focus on this new measure as it is integrated in to NIST MEP’s MAIM score.

Goal 3:  Develop a strategic marketing plan to address the state’s targets.

Observations:

1. The Panel applauds NMEP’s strong and very detailed marketing plan.  The projects and programs are targeted toward the Center’s key strategic markets, are updated and in touch with current manufacturing needs, and are particularly innovative.  The Center has integrated itself into a statewide business retention and expansion call system that allows it to touch every manufacturer in the state at least once every four years.  The Panel finds this practice to be particularly noteworthy and recommends MEP designate it a Model Practice, to be shared with other Centers in the MEP system.

Recommendations:

1. Revisit the data determining the average size of NMEP’s client base.  NMEP told the Panel that its average client size is approximately 294 employees, which would indicate that the client base is comprised of similarly sized manufacturers.   However, the Center’s data indicates that only 87 of the state’s 1900 manufacturers have between 250 and 499 employers.  The Panel believes work with a particularly large client may have skewed the Center’s data and urges NMEP to study its project data to find any large deviations.  An accurate picture of the average client and the size of the target market will become critical as the Center begins its efforts to recruit new investment partners.

Goal 4:  Market Penetration

Observations:

1. None.

Recommendations:

1. Consider products and services that will allow the Center to achieve its market penetration goals.  The Panel noted a preponderance of lean and ISO products and services and recommends exploring avenues that may better serve the needs of very small companies that may not yet be ready for process improvement and quality projects.

Goal 5:  Provide additional opportunities for staff training

Observations:

1. None.

Recommendations:

1. None.

Once again, the Panel recognizes the time and effort that you and your staff devoted to developing the Center Progress Report for the10th Year Panel Review, to preparing the presentation, and to the discussion of these issues.  We wish you and NMEP continued success in your efforts.

Sincerely,

Phillip Wadsworth

Review Process Manager

Center Review and Analysis, Manufacturing Extension Partnership

NIST MEP 10th Year Review Panel Members:

David Hall, Associate Director, Tennessee Manufacturing Extension Partnership

Nigel Moore, Vice President – Sales and Operations, Washington Manufacturing Services
cc:
Mr. Kevin Carr, Director, NIST MEP


Ms. Margaret Phillips, Associate Director, NIST MEP
