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CONCURRENT ENGINEERING
COMES OF AGE IN ERA OF
GLOBAL COMPETITION

It isn’t just an engineering discipline,
but a disciplined business practice.

BY MARTY WEIL

xamples of concurrent engineer-

ing are now almost as pervasive

and plentiful as the terms used

to describe the practice—team-
based design, TQM, process reengi-
neering, design for manufacturing, si-
multaneous engineering. Let's add one
more to that list: concurrent systems.
After all, if concurrent engineering is
the practice of integrating all of an or-
ganization’s functions so that they all
have a say in how the company’s prod-
ucts are conceived, produced, and
brought to market, then truly more
than just engineering disciplines need
to be involved.

Regardless of what it’s called, suc-
cessful examples of concurrent engi-
neering leave little doubt that all of an
organization’s systems must work in
tandem to achieve the ultimate goal:
beating the competition.

For example, to beat its competi-
tion, a Monsanto Co. (St. Louis, MO)
division that produces lawn and gar-
den chemicals under the Ortho brand
name took a concurrent engineering
approach to the development of a
sprayer system. Only two months into
the development of the idea, the divi-
sion, named Solaris (San Ramon, CA),
had already selected the vendors (or
“chosen ones,” as they became known
at Solaris). They would complete the
molding and assembly of the prod-
uct—months before the concept was
fully developed. By integrating ven-
dors into the design cycle, Solaris was
able to review the pros and cons of
various design ideas directly with the
vendors responsible for its assembly.
By the time the product was manu-
factured, the vendors understood the
product just as well as the Solaris de-
sign team.

Early vendor selection helped

push overall production costs down
by 10% to 15% while slashing develop-
ment time by 50% (over original ex-
pectations), according to Robert Hall,
senior vice president of GVO Inc. (Pa-
lo Alto, CA). GVO, a design consulting
company, worked with Solaris on the
Ortho “Lock ‘n’ Spray” project.

“The selection and integration of
vendors into the process is the latest
evolution in the practice of concurrent
engineering,” says Hall. “We see a
trend toward treating key suppliers as
insiders.”

Alex Bally, president of Bally De-

Appliance

maker Braun manufactures all of its prod-
wcts by teams who work on all aspects of the
product simultaneously.

the design procedures.”

At Solaris, the “chosen ones” were
so familiar with the sprayer design
prior to manufacturing, that design in-
formation was transferred to them via
original computer-aided design (CAD)
files—eliminating the need for formal

After sales slumped in the 1980s, Ford formed teams that looked into the relationships
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sign Inc. (Pittsburgh, PA), a product
development firm serving manufac-
turing and marketing companies, also
views vendor buy-in as critical. “Com-
panies no longer have the luxury of
selecting vendors based on cost
alone,” he says. “Vendors must be in-
volved as the product is being devel-
oped. What used to be a simple cost
decision can no longer be viewed that
way. Now vendors must be built into

among product and process improvement, wa
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document processing and detailed part
drawings. Molded part designs were
the only elements that Solaris found
necessary to commit to hard copy.
Trust between the company and its
vendors was so strong that much of
the information necessary to manu-
facture the product was communicat-
ed informally. The net result: a quick-
er lime to market.

“The reduction in time to market
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