
Mr. Darl Naumann

Director

Nebraska Manufacturing Extension Partnership

P.O. Box 94666

Lincoln, NE  68509-4666

Dear Mr. Naumann:

Re: Findings and Recommendations of the 6th Year Review Panel. 
As you know, the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP) Review Panel met to review the performance and plans of the Nebraska Manufacturing Extension Partnership (NMEP) on March 16, 2000.  The purposes of this review were to develop a recommendation relative to continued funding for the Center, to recommend ways to improve Center operations, and to comply with the NIST MEP’s mandate from Congress to review each Center’s operations periodically.

The attached memorandum summarizes the review process, recommendations for continued funding, recommendations for improving NMEP’s operations, and observations on the Center’s current levels of effectiveness and viability.

The Review Panel recommended continued funding for NMEP, and I concur with that recommendation.

The Review Panel and I appreciate the time and effort you and your staff devoted to developing the Center Progress Report for the 6th Year Panel Review, preparing your presentation, and discussing these issues.  We wish you and NMEP continued success in the future.

Sincerely,

Kevin Carr

Director

Manufacturing Extension Partnership

Enclosure

October 18, 2000

MEMORANDUM FOR:
Kevin Carr


Director, Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP)


National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST)

From:
Margaret Phillips


Associate Director, Center Review and Analysis, NIST MEP

Subject:
Findings and Recommendations of the Review Panel

Center Name:
Nebraska Manufacturing Extension Partnership (NMEP)

Cooperative Agreement:
8H0083

Date of Review:
March 16, 2000

Location of Review:
NIST MEP, Gaithersburg, MD

Review Type:
6th Year

I.  PANEL COMPOSITION AND REVIEW PROCEDURES
The members of the Panel who conducted the 6th Year Review of NMEP were:

Margaret Phillips, Associate Director, Center Review and Analysis, NIST MEP and Chair, NMEP 6th Year Review Panel

David K. Sorensen, Executive Director, Utah Manufacturing Extension Partnership

Ara A. Cherchian, President, Northland Stainless Inc. and Chair, Board of Directors, Wisconsin Manufacturing Extension Partnership

The Panel members individually reviewed NMEP’s Center Progress Report prior to convening. The panelists then participated in a conference call on March 6, 2000, moderated by Margaret Phillips. Having identified preliminary issues in that call, the Panel then continued its discussions during its preparatory meeting at 8:00 a.m. on March 16 at the NIST MEP office in Gaithersburg, MD, at which time it developed a list of major issues to be raised with the Center. Individual members of the Panel agreed to assume responsibility for eliciting further information on particular items. 

The Panel met with representatives of NMEP and conducted its review on March 16 from 9:00 a.m. to 12:05 p.m. The Panel then met separately to agree upon its major recommendations, which the Chair delivered orally to the Center. The Panel adjourned at 1:40 p.m.

The Panel members subsequently reviewed a draft of the Quick Turnaround Report, which highlighted its observations and major recommendations to the Center. The report was forwarded to the Account Manager on April 6, 2000.

Individuals affiliated with NMEP who attended the review included:

Dr. Darl Naumann, Director, NMEP

Dave Wright, Operations Manager, NMEP

Lori Shaal, Reporting Administrator, NMEP

Review observers included:

Janice McClintic, Account Manager, NIST MEP

Bill Nusbaum, Account Manager, NIST MEP

Romain Tweedy, Manager of Information Systems, NIST MEP

Serge Illaryonov, Information Systems Senior Consultant, NIST MEP

Review process manager was:

Charles Yancey, Review Process Manager, Center Review and Analysis,         NIST MEP

Assisted by:

Steve Wilhite, SciComm, Inc.

II.  RECOMMENDATION FOR CONTINUED FUNDING
The Panel recommended a continuation of NIST MEP funding of NMEP subject to the terms and conditions specified for that funding, with no further need for review beyond current contractual requirements. 

III.  OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
A.  High-Priority Recommendations
The Panel observed that NMEP, having successfully laid the necessary groundwork, is now at a pivotal juncture. The Center is faced with far-ranging opportunities to focus on enhancing its performance and improving its results. To assist the Center in achieving those goals, the Panel made six high-priority recommendations.

•
Consider the relative strengths and competencies available among the Center’s Management Team as leadership responsibilities shift toward the operational, and delegate authority accordingly. Begin developing a directorial second tier that could immediately step in should a leadership gap occur.

•
Create a specific strategic vision of where NMEP should be in five years, and allow the choices inherent in that vision to drive the Center’s operational planning.

•
Identify and develop a more robust set of process metrics in every aspect of the Center’s activities. Capture that data centrally in a manner that supports timely reporting, and use it both to manage processes throughout the organization and to inform NMEP’s fundamental decision-making and capacity planning.

•
Focus specifically on retaining and rewarding high-performance staff members, to avoid the drop in performance that would result from losing key personnel. Consider implementing an incentive bonus system. Supplement current staff through Professional Employment Organizations, if necessary.

•
Implement an internal system for measuring customer satisfaction.

•
Begin benchmarking NMEP against other MEP Centers, and continue to do so on an on-going basis.

B.  Other Observations and Recommendations
At the close of the meeting on March 16, the Panel commended NMEP on the outstanding progress the Center has made over the past two years in creating and maintaining a solid, stable infrastructure. This is a marked and highly commendable turnaround from the findings of NMEP’s previous Review Panel.

1.  Center Leadership

The Panel observed that NMEP benefits greatly from the evident strengths of its current Management Team and an actively engaged Board of Directors. Strong state support for NMEP’s program flows downward through Nebraska’s Department of Economic Development and the Nebraska Industrial Competitiveness Alliance (NICA), to whom the Center Director reports. The current leadership and organizational structure has allowed NMEP to deflect prior political difficulties and integrate itself effectively with other state programs.

The Panel commended the NMEP Board of Directors on the decisions it has made and the effective role it has played in restructuring the Center over the past two years. The Center’s Board is strong, committed, and involved in all aspects of Center planning and operations. The Panel noted that the NMEP Board, as a subcommittee of the NICA Board, is composed of an appropriate set of representatives of Nebraska industry. By statute at least 51 percent of those members must be manufacturers. The current Board has members from food processing and metal manufacturing, high-tech industries, eBusiness, labor unions, and pubic utilities. The Board further benefits from the active oversight of a volunteer, tightly focused Executive Committee.

The Panel also applauded the Center’s Director for the leading role he has played in turning NMEP around and laying the political groundwork necessary to ensure the Center’s continuing viability within a complex network of players in Nebraska’s agency structure. The Panel encouraged him to consider, however, the inevitable shifting of leadership responsibilities away from the political toward the strategic and operational, and begin to delegate authority accordingly. The Panel noted the current levels of strengths and competencies among the Center’s Management Team, and recommended that the Director begin actively developing a directorial second tier, through subordinate participation in Modernization Forums and directors’ meetings, that could immediately step in should a leadership gap occur.

The Panel observed that the Center’s mission statement defines well what NMEP does but is too long to achieve maximum effectiveness. The Panel urged the Center’s leadership to consider rewording the statement for brevity and clarity.

2.  Center Planning

The Center’s stated goal is to be benchmarked at the top of MEP Centers in the nation within the next five years.  In response, the Panel recommended that NMEP create a specific strategic vision of where NMEP should be in five years and allow the choices inherent in that vision to drive the Center’s operational planning. A desire for growth is a commendable first step. That desire, however, must be supported by a succinctly stated vision in order to be transformed into operational reality. There currently exists a strategic plan for the state’s development as a whole, but a distinct future vision for NMEP is still missing. While there is not necessarily a single set of right answers, choices must be made by the Center to maintain forward momentum.

In creating that vision for five years into the future, the Panel urged the Center to consider some of the following questions: What would be the appropriate staff size at that point? What mix of services would the Center be providing? What funding constraints would be in play? And what capacity issues would need to be faced and resolved? Such planning would lead to a set of organizational metrics that could then inform the fundamental decision-making of the organization.

The Panel encouraged the Center, in learning to tie output metrics and goals to a clear future vision, to proactively seek out other MEP Centers who have already cleared similar strategic and operational hurdles, and to learn from them everything possible about the methods used and problems resolved.

As one means toward continued development, the Panel encouraged the Center to continue working closely with the state legislature to bring more value-added agricultural manufacturing into the state, rather than allowing agricultural products to be shipped elsewhere for processing. The integral part that NMEP could play in this development should be fully fleshed out in strategic and operational terms.

3.  Center Customer Knowledge and Relationships

The Panel observed that NMEP collects, analyzes and updates all important factors to better define its market and keep pace with regional and business changes. The leadership team confers with industry experts and leaders and with customers to identify emerging trends. The Panel concluded that NMEP’s market research seems adequate to its current level of market involvement.

4.  Center Performance Information and Analysis

The Panel noted that, due to the confidential nature of the projects the Center undertakes in the food processing industry, which comprise a majority its caseload, NMEP is seriously hindered in fully and accurately assessing its performance effectiveness, and must instead rely on anecdotal evidence in much of its analysis.

Notwithstanding NMEP’s stated goal of becoming a top-ranked organization in national benchmarking, the Panel observed sluggishness in the Center’s efforts at benchmarking itself against others in the MEP system. The Panel recommended that NMEP immediately begins benchmarking itself against other Centers, and continues to do so on an on-going basis. There is a wealth of data already available within the system to be mined in such an effort, and informal groups of Centers join together for more casual comparisons. At the simplest level, NMEP can share its numbers with any other Center at any time for a quick, one-on-one comparison.

The Panel noted the struggles the Center has undergone in solidifying its reporting procedures. The Center reported that those issues would soon be resolved, now that NMEP has consolidated around the use of FileMaker Pro as its reporting software. In addition, the Center reported, it is moving toward web-based data entry to ensure consistency in input formatting.

The Panel noted a lack of uniformity in the metrics being reported by the Center, caused by a variance both in the data sources and their intended use. The Panel recommended that NMEP identify and develop a more robust set of process metrics in every aspect of the Center’s activities. Data should be captured centrally in a manner that supports timely reporting, and then used both to manage processes throughout the organization and to inform NMEP’s fundamental decision-making and capacity planning.

5.  Center Workforce Practices and the Work Environment

The Panel noted the problems NMEP faces in hiring and retaining professional staff members, particularly engineers, due to the salary and full-time employee ceilings imposed on it as a unit of the state’s Department of Economic Development. The Panel recommended the Center consider utilizing Professional Employment Organizations to identify and provide contract employees as one possible way of shoring up its staffing shortages, which can only become more acute as the Center develops and grows. The Panel also recommended that NMEP focus specifically on retaining and rewarding high-performance staff members, to avoid the drop in performance that would result from any loss of key personnel. The Center should consider implementing an incentive bonus system to aid in its efforts to retain key staff. 
The Panel observed that NMEP sets specific annual training goals for each staff member, and that staff training is carried out through the Department of Economic Development. The Center, however, does not have a specific organizational training budget, relying instead on a more ad hoc approach with a separate training budget for each category of services. The Panel encouraged NMEP to add a line item within its budget that is clearly set aside for staff training functions.
6.  Center Process Management

The Panel observed that NMEP, in working through some of the staffing issues addressed above, has effectively moved to a greater proportion of third-party consultants and service providers. Third-party contracting for service provision has allowed NMEP to break out of its earlier mode of focusing on product sales only within the narrow limits of what its own in-house engineers could provide. The Center has now refocused its marketing and customer engagement processes around a “customer agent” concept, which has enabled it both to broaden the scope of services offered and to better handle the entire customer service process. 

NMEP’s customer agents are assigned to specific geographical areas of the state and given responsibility for market engagement within those areas, increasing a sense of “ownership” of and personal contact between specific Center personnel and a given set of manufacturers. The Panel suggested NMEP’s agents might explore the possibilities of pushing for involvement in customers’ strategic planning as a means toward a fuller and more accurate assessment of customer needs.

While recognizing the benefits to NMEP under its new re-balancing of in-house projects with third-party service providers, the Panel encouraged the Center to continue working toward a more reliable method of pre-qualifying those consultants before proposing them to customers as potential providers.

The Panel suggested that NMEP’s marketing efforts would benefit from the adaptation and refining of a system-wide method of tracking leads from contact through actual projects that would more substantially reflect each lead’s potential for a sale. The Panel also encouraged the Center to take full advantage of its newly filled marketing manager position to bring itself up-to-date in filing “Success Stories” with NIST MEP, thus expanding its pool of effective marketing materials. 

The Panel noted the Center is doing the majority of its projects in food processing, metal services, and ISO training in the supply chain of small- and medium-sized manufacturers for larger in-state manufacturers. NMEP also is involved with job training and financial packaging for international exporting among state manufacturers. The Panel suggested that plotting the percentage of SMEs in each category by SIC code would be helpful in future reporting.

The Panel suggested the Center consider exploring its existing ties to state funding activities for manufacturers as a window of opportunity for new projects. The Center could offer itself as the resource of choice in the state’s assessment of a manufacturer’s project viability, thus becoming involved with that manufacturer at an early stage of development with no additional cost to the client.

The Panel also suggested the Center circumvent politically charged limits on carrying over discretionary funding from year to year by the judicious application of separate accounts for different purposes within the organization.

7.  Center Performance

The Panel observed that NMEP is achieving good impact from its training activities, as measured by jobs retained in the turnover rate and from improved productivity. The Center is inherently motivated toward creating impact with its customer base. Overall measurement of the Center’s impact, while registering reasonable levels, is hindered by a low rate of survey completion, and the Panel urged the Center to actively pursue increasing that rate. In addition, impact data are artificially suppressed by the confidential nature of NMEP’s projects in the food processing industry. 

The Panel urged the Center to keep a close watch on customer satisfaction levels. Again, effective measurement is hindered by the food processing industry’s confidentiality requirements. The Panel recommended that the Center implement an internal system for testing for and measuring customer satisfaction. NMEP should consult other MEP Centers for internal customer satisfaction processes from which to work.

The Panel noted that the Center’s market penetration levels seem adequate, and encouraged NMEP to consider what an optimal level of annual market penetration within the state truly is. The Center should continue striving to find the balance as it grows between repeat customers and new market penetration.

The Panel also noted the satisfactory jump in the number of events resulting from lean manufacturing and Y2K training, and the large percentage of client projects resulting from those events. 

The Panel encouraged the Center to focus more heavily on its capacity utilization, as a means toward more analysis-driven decision-making. 

The Panel further suggested the Center look at evaluating the dollar value of sales per employee for its clients as an effective gross measure of impact trends and a valuable tool in marketing.

IV.  SUMMARY OF DELIVERABLES

There were no specific deliverables resulting from this Panel Review. The Center has its basic infrastructure in place, and is solidly on track and moving in the right direction in all categories. 

The challenges currently facing the Center lend themselves to solutions that other, more mature MEP Centers have already developed and tested. The Panel encouraged NMEP to aggressively seek out and learn from other Centers within the system that have faced and resolved similar challenges in moving the Center forward to the next level of performance.
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