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Five ways to improve  
plant floor productivity
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The high tech and electronics industry has seen 

steady growth recently, as the global economy 

continues to recover. Industry executives, however, 

expect to see shrinking revenue growth rates over 

the coming years. This puts increased pressure on 

manufacturers, components suppliers, and electronics 

manufacturing services (EMS) providers to find new 

opportunities to grow revenue and cut costs— 

especially with increased competition from emerging 

markets, such as India, Korea, and Vietnam.

Just as you can pursue growth by creating innovative 

products using the latest technology, you can also 

apply technology to your manufacturing operations. 

The plant floor is perhaps the area that can benefit 

most from improvement. With your plant floor running 

as efficiently as possible, your equipment will always 

be operational and parts readily available—two critical 

factors to meeting demand. At a recent IDC  

Manufacturing Insights Summit, IDC reported that 

“Delegates agreed that the plant floor is the supply 

chain’s weakest link.” 1

How do we fix that?

High Tech & Electronics

Accurate and comprehensive  
real-time information about plant  
floor operations empowers you to 
make informed decisions that help 
drive productivity.

https://www.kpmg.com/US/en/IssuesAndInsights/ArticlesPublications/Pages/kpmg-global-semiconductor-survey.aspx
http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2014/industry/technology.jhtml
http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2014/industry/technology.jhtml
http://www.idc.com/getdoc.jsp?containerId=MIVC55V
http://www.idc.com/getdoc.jsp?containerId=MIVC55V
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Tactic Benefits

Here are five tactics to consider to help your  
plant floor productivity:

Reduce movement to optimize task efficiency.  

Turn to page 3 to learn more.

Decreases the time and labor needed to 

complete tasks; reduces risk of damage, 

loss of parts and tools

Improve supply chain scheduling to  

reduce bottlenecks.  

Turn to page 3 to learn more.

Improve equipment reliability.  

Turn to page 4 to learn more.

Optimize inventory levels to reduce shortages.  

Turn to page 4 to learn more.

Automate processes with automated 

data collection.  

Turn to page 6 to learn more.

Minimizes delays and downtime;  

reduces the possibility of  

inventory shortages

Decreases likelihood of 

unplanned downtime

Helps avoid disruptions to production

Speeds inventory and asset data collection and 

analysis; improves data accuracy
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“Movement” is considered one of the seven (or eight, 

depending on who’s counting) wastes of lean  

manufacturing. According to Paul A. Myerson,  

Professor of Practice in Supply Chain Management at 

Lehigh University, waste of movement “occurs when 

temporarily locating, filing, stocking, stacking, or  

moving materials, people, tools, or information.”

Unnecessary or excess movement can be the result 

of a combination of factors, ranging from poorly laid-

out plant floors to placing tools and parts too far from 

the workspace, to inefficient working methods.

To reduce movement, you need to increase operator 

efficiency, such as with an electronic Kanban system. 

In its simplest form, Kanban is considered a  

“scheduling system for just-in-time production.”  

Electronic Kanban builds upon that principle by  

automating the replenishment of inventory on the 

plant floor at the moment that it’s needed. The result 

is a timely, even flow of inventory that eliminates  

bottlenecks and interruptions.

To further eliminate excess movement, consider  

locating inventory stocks closer to production cells 

and strategically positioning production cells to  

maximize the efficient flow of products and  

subassemblies through production steps.

Things don’t always go as planned. Production flow 

can be greatly impacted by the availability of material 

or by disruptions, such as late receipts of parts and 

materials, equipment breakdowns, quality rejects,  

and engineering changes after production  

has started.

With early detection capabilities and real-time access 

to capacity, availability, qualifications, and  

interdependencies of employees, equipment, tools, 

and materials data, however, you have access to the 

information you need to adjust schedules to  

accommodate those disruptions. With the right 

systems in place, you can even determine if change 

requests are feasible, estimate the impact of those 

changes on every aspect of your manufacturing  

process, and minimize their potential impact  

on production.

If at all possible, it’s best to avoid making unplanned 

changes during production, and instead attack supply 

and equipment problems directly. If your scheduling 

system allows you to model what-if scenarios, you 

can simulate recovery alternatives so you can choose 

the best approach.
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Reduce movement to optimize  

task efficiency

Improve supply chain scheduling to 

reduce bottlenecks

The details
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http://www.inboundlogistics.com/cms/article/minimizing-wasted-movement/
http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/manufacturing/next_frontiers_for_lean
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When you don’t properly maintain your equipment, 

you put your plant floor operations at risk from  

unplanned equipment downtime. Poorly  

maintained equipment can also adversely affect 

the quality of products being manufactured, which in 

turn reduces plant floor productivity even further by 

creating additional rework hours. 

You need to look beyond traditional maintenance 

programs that focus mostly on just keeping  

equipment running. Instead, take a strategic  

approach to asset management that allows you to 

analyze equipment performance data for key trends 

and anomalies. With these capabilities, you can 

anticipate potential equipment reliability issues and 

determine optimum preventive maintenance  

schedules to extend the longevity of your assets. 

You’ll be able to make forward-looking decisions and 

establish contingency plans that help avoid 

disruptions to production from unplanned  

equipment downtime.

Your plant floor can’t be productive if you don’t have 

the materials you need for manufacturing. When you 

suffer from inventory shortages (whether it’s a result 

of late deliveries, unexpectedly high reject rates, or 

short counts), the proper response is not to increase 

safety stock levels. Not only does this reduce cash 

flow and increase inventory carrying costs, but  

research has shown that increasing safety stock 

levels isn’t even a sure guarantee against  

inventory shortages.

Instead, having accurate and timely visibility into your 

inventory allows you to know exactly what  

components are running low in stock, detect  

potential issues, and rectify them before they  

become real problems. Also, establishing close 

working relationships with your suppliers can help 

speed up fulfillment requests. In fact, if you allow your 

suppliers to connect directly to your inventory system 

via online portals and related tools, the suppliers can 

then automatically determine when your inventory will 

run out of components and replenish them.

Sometimes inventory shortages can’t be avoided. In 

those cases, the right planning system can help you 

quickly identify the impact of the shortages and  

determine how best to redeploy production  

resources in the interim. It’s also a smart idea to have 

contingencies built into your plan—such as alternate 

suppliers and substitute parts—that could be 

activated on short notice.
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Improve equipment reliability
 

Optimize inventory levels to  

reduce shortages
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http://www.reliableplant.com/Read/18498/eliminating-defects-through-equipment-reliability
http://www.reliableplant.com/Read/18498/eliminating-defects-through-equipment-reliability
http://www.reliableplant.com/Read/18498/eliminating-defects-through-equipment-reliability
http://jmok007.wordpress.com/2010/10/16/why-shortage-vs-stock-is-not-a-tradeoff/
http://jmok007.wordpress.com/2010/10/16/why-shortage-vs-stock-is-not-a-tradeoff/
http://jmok007.wordpress.com/2010/10/16/why-shortage-vs-stock-is-not-a-tradeoff/
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Global electronic equipment production

China           38%     36%
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Other  

Asia-Pacific      16%    20% 
region

North America   15%    15%

Europe                14%    13%

Japan                12%    11%

   2012                   2017 estimated

Rest of the world          5%       6%   

Source: Electronics.ca publications, “Global Electronics Equipment Production Outlook and Forecast Report,” www.electronics.ca/

global-electronic-equipment-production-outlook-and-forecast-report.html.

http://www.electronics.ca/global-electronic-equipment-production-outlook-and-forecast-report.html
http://www.electronics.ca/global-electronic-equipment-production-outlook-and-forecast-report.html


One way you can speed up plant floor operations 

is by automating your plant floor processes with 

automated data collection tools, like barcoding. With 

barcoding, key inventory and asset data (such as 

quantity and location) can be automatically captured 

and drive the flow of inventory and plant floor assets 

(such as totes, bins, racks, and pallets). Barcoding 

also helps speed up data collection and improve data 

accuracy by bypassing slow and error-prone manual 

data entry.

Barcoding technologies, such as RFID, can also  

help reduce equipment downtime. With RFID  

technologies in place, you can automate the  

gathering and sending of asset information (such as 

location, meter readings, and maintenance status) 

without requiring a technician to have direct line of 

sight or contact with that piece of equipment. The 

types of information that RFID can gather can help 

you increase equipment longevity by identifying 

usage patterns and reduce costs by implementing a 

need-based maintenance schedule, rather than an 

arbitrary calendar-based schedule.
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Automate processes with automated 

data collection

When you have complete visibility into your  

plant-floor operations, you have access to the  

information you need to make the most effective  

usage of constrained resources, find areas where 

you can increase throughput and efficiency, and  

promote better material and asset management. 

Being able to see how all of the pieces fit  

together—in real time—ultimately helps you operate 

more efficiently and make better decisions. You can 

identify potential problems, analyze them, discover 

what’s driving them, and identify solutions before they 

create bottlenecks.

1 IDC Manufacturing Insights; Business Optimization through Improved Productivity: Key Takeaways from the IDC Pan-European Manufacturing Summit 2013; 

Doc #MIVC55V; January 2014; Lorenzo Veronesi, Martin Kuban, Pierfrancesco Manenti, Robert Parker, Christopher Holmes, and Jane Doorly.
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