
T
en years ago WIKA Instrument
Corp., the Lawrenceville-based
instrument manufacturing com-
pany, was facing threats from all

sides. Competitors were closing up shop
in the U.S. in order to build overseas
where costs were lower.

WIKA President Michael Gerster says
his company was at a crossroads.  Like
the many Gwinnett companies that are
using the current recession a time of
increased self-examination, WIKA real-
ized its culture needed to change. 

“You have to create an urgency,” Gerster
says. “Even in the late 90s, we still had two
major competitors, but they were in the
process of moving to China and Brazil.
We’ve always been a global company, but
we had to think about the possibility of
losing our jobs. We needed to change.”

And change it did. Instead of trying to
compete with overseas manufacturers
by trying to fill ever-larger orders at lower
costs, Wika embraced a radically differ-
ent philosophy by adopting Japanese
concepts such as lean manufacturing
and continuous improvement.

Finding ‘kaizen’
Today he and Rick Reed, the compa-

ny’s director of continuous improve-
ment, talk about the company’s
turnaround with an almost religious fer-

vor. Management began by learning how
to incorporate what the Japanese call
“kaizen,” or the practice of continually
improving every aspect of the company.

“There was the understanding that we
couldn’t progress the company like we had
done for many, many years,” Gerster says.

It’s an approach that takes some get-
ting used to. Companies adopting lean
manufacturing and continuous improve-
ment must have the cooperation of every
level of the company, since it requires
that every employee and manager con-
stantly examine how tasks are done and
search for better solutions to problems. 

“You have to always question the sta-
tus quo,” Reed says. “That’s a big part of
adopting continuous improvement.”

Getting ‘lean’
With the company’s adoption of con-

tinuous improvement, Gerster and his
management team set about re-imagin-
ing the fundamental ways that WIKA did
business. The key insight he had was that
the company should avoid trying to fill
larger batch orders, and instead focus on
customizing its facility and workforce so
that WIKA could quickly manufacture
and ship any product configuration with
as little lead time as possible. 

“We turned away from focusing on
high volume with low variation and

instead embraced low volume and high
variation,” Gerster says. 

That also meant reducing the amount
of unused inventory sitting on shelves
and training employees to work in self-
contained, u-shaped workspaces instead
of typical assembly lines.

“Ten years ago we were half the size
we are now in terms of production, and
yet we thought this building was too
small,” Gerster says of WIKA’s
Lawrenceville facility. “We thought we
were bursting at the seams.”

Self examination
Gerster says the lessons learned by

WIKA can be applied to other companies,
too. The key, he says, is a willingness to
look in the mirror and strive for improve-
ment. It can be tough on managers and
employees alike, but it has its rewards.

“We ask our employees to challenge
themselves and question how they do
things basically every single day,” Gerster
says. 

Reed points out that the continuous
improvement has no finish line. 

“We’ve been doing it for eight years
here, but when you look back, you real-
ize we’re closer to the beginning than
the end.”
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Embracing continuous improvement
Wika learns to look in the mirror

by Joel Furfari

Rick Reed of WIKA Instrument Corp.

Say what?

While much of the continuous improve-

ment approach came from postwar

Japanese manufacturers, here are

some widely used terms:

Kaizen: The Japanese word for

“improvement.” Kaizen now encom-

passes an entire business philosophy

focused on continuous improvement

and eliminating waste. The idea calls

for workers to make changes, monitor

results and then continue making

adjustments.

Lean manufacturing: Also known sim-

ply as “lean,” this is a manufacturing

method that considers the expendi-

ture of resources for any goal other

than the creation of value for the end

customer to be wasteful, and thus a

target for elimination. Often associat-

ed with Toyota, the goal is to deliver

products to customers with the least

amount of waste possible.

Kanban: The Japanese word for “bill-

board.” Kanban is used to describe a

physical prop such as sign or marker

that workers use to determine when

production is needed to meet cus-

tomer demand. It’s part of a “pull sys-

tem” that determines production

according to actual demand from cus-

tomers instead of top-down produc-

tion goals. 

Six sigma: A business strategy origi-

nally devised by Motorola. Six sigma

aims to increase quality management

by reducing error and variance in the

production process. According to Rick

Reed of WIKA, six sigma is considered

to be a part of that company’s contin-

uous improvement strategy.

The seven wastes: Lean manufactur-

ing and continuous improvement

experts have identified seven key

ways that companies add steps that

don’t increase value to customers.

The seven wastes are: Rework,

Overproduction, Conveyance,

Waiting, Inventory, Motion and

Overprocessing.

The terminology of the
continuous improvement
philosophy

VISIT WWW.WIKA.COM  >>>  VISIT WWW.WIKA.COM  >>>  VISIT WWW.WIKA.COM  >>>  VISIT WWW.WIKA.COM  >>>  VISIT P17SpecialFocus
Winning in a Tough Economy

GBJMar09.qxd:2007_GBJ  2/24/09  2:26 PM  Page 17

mhelton
Text Box
Courtesy of the Gwinnett Business Journal


