
AN IDEA AND OPPORTUNITY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM FOR THE AUTOMOBILE INDUSTRY

Paulo Jorge da Silva e Sousa Matos dos Santos

Information System Department

Telecomunicações Móveis Nacionais

R. Prof. José Pinto Correia, Lt. C, 1º Dto,

1750 LISBOA, PORTUGAL

( 00 351 1 7584288

paulo.santos@bigfoot.com

António Palma-dos-Reis

Assistant Professor

Instituto Superior de Economia e Gestão

R. Miguel Lupi, 20

1200 LISBOA, PORTUGAL

( 00 351 1 4943170

apreis@iseg.utl.pt
ABSTRACT

In a highly competitive industry such as the automobile industry, firms have to excel in the management of ideas and opportunities.  AutoEuropa, the leading minivan manufacturer in Europe, recognizes that.  Therefore, AutoEuropa developed an Idea and Opportunity Management System, which is reported in this paper.

By using this system, not only AutoEuropa collected more suggestions from a variety of sources, but also kept good track of them, as well as of their expected benefits.  Overall, this system is considered a success.

Introduction

According to [3], the executives from 84% of the enterprises consider that innovating is more critical for their business’ success that what it was 5 years ago. Less than a quarter of them consider that its innovative performance is good enough to assure success.

Such rhythm of innovation is imposed by the duplication of scientific knowledge at every 5 to 7 years [5]. According to [1], overall knowledge is individuals’ and organizations’ main resource. The productivity keeps increasing over and over, about 45 times in the last 125 years [1]. 

An efficient knowledge management increases the innovation capacity of an organization [4] and the innovation must be done in a way that reduces the risk of failing [3].

The task of the manager is to control the way the work is organized rather than doing individual tasks. [2]. If Walter Wriston, president of City Corp, says that the information about the money is more valuable than the money [8] we would say that the information about the innovation is, at least, as valuable as the innovation.  

AutoEuropa developed a system to manage the information on ideas and opportunities toward innovation, which is discussed in this paper. AutoEuropa has been a joint venture in Portugal among Ford and VolksWagen for the production of Ford Galaxy and Volkswagen Sharan. These vehicles have been the best selling minivan in Europe. 

system’s environment 

An automobile factory is very complex and, in the case of AutoEuropa, that meant 8 local engineering departments for the several parts of the car and 15 engineering departments in Volkswagen. There was a total of about 450 vendors and 1600 groups of parts in each car. 

This system was developed for the group responsible for reducing the cost of the vehicle parts.  The group was composed by employees of Ford and of Volkswagen, such as product engineers, buyers, financial analysts and this paper first author, as a system specialist. 

The system maintained a record of all the ideas. When entering a new idea, it was necessary to fill the potential value of savings, the engineering department that was involved in AutoEuropa and in Wolfsburg, the source of the idea, the foreseen dates of implementation and the state of the idea proposed. The state of the idea proposed is important to identify the department that has to work in the idea, at each moment. The proposal should still contain references to the part’s ID in the systems of Volkswagen and Ford, as well as references to the engineering documents that were produced to introduce the change in the car. 

To assure the communication with all the involved departments, it was necessary that the description of the idea proposed and its identification were both in English and in German. All the remaining information was in English. 

The prototype for idea management should offer a large group of characteristics: 

· Have the ability to follow ideas and proposals from its appearance to its implementation;

· Facilitate the communication among dozens of persons in all the phases of the process; 

· Grant priority to the ideas with more potential, for a more effective resource allocation;

· Aid in the evaluation of proposals by displaying information on the impact of the idea proposed;

· Help in the identification of bottleneck zones in the process of developing an idea proposal;

· Evaluate the participants and the sources of ideas;

· Give easy access to all the idea proposals, even with hundreds of idea proposals; 

· Provide reliable documentation of approved or implemented idea proposals (financial values); 

· Facilitate the fast generation of performance indicators;

· Prepare work meetings;

· List each person's pending tasks;

· Control budgets for the tests;

· Accompany ideas evolution and the group’s actions.

the Prototype

This section describes the structure of the prototype. A model for idea management was created that considers the organization decision style and structure and the information flows. This model allowed the use of several methodologies and tools. 

The data model includes a table with the proposals and a table with the actions in the proposals as well as several auxiliary tables organized and normalized according to the relational model.

The prototype was implemented in Microsoft Access over Windows 3.1. For a complete description see [6].

Figure 1 allows the users to become aware of the evolution of the introduction and status of the ideas. It also presents the indication of the number of new ideas submitted during the last week (All the values in this paper were altered).
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Figure 1 – Main Screen.

From the main screen, users can access several types of indicators concerning the people's or the product engineering department’s actions and savings. 

The menu shown in figure 2, allows for database access and update.
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The screen shown in figure 3 is where the main information about the idea proposal is presented.  The Microsoft Project button allows the user to access directly a file with the detailed plan of all the necessary tasks for the evaluation and the implementation of the idea. 

In the lower part of the screen, the user records the actions that are to be done to make the idea proposal move forward. This information allows the user to identify the contributions from the other elements of the group for the proposal. For each action, someone is on charge of controlling the date when the action was asked, the date when the answer was expected and the date when the answer was actually given. 
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Figure 3 – Information on an idea proposal

Most of the database benefits result from the group of specific reports available in the screen shown in figure 4. Starting from this figure, it is possible to select the ideas that are scheduled for analysis. The selected ideas are the ones that obeyed all the query criteria indicated.  It is possible to return to the previous screen for editing ideas or to obtain several kinds of reports. 

By defining the query criteria, the user can get summary information on the idea proposals that fit the criteria specified. On the other hand, it is possible to view reports with the overall status of each department’s proposals. 
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Figure 4 – Figure of the query criteria 

Figure 5 is a sample of the system reports which shows the number of ideas by part of the car.
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Figure 5 – Summary of ideas for a criteria

Besides the group of reports, the database also allows the users to prepare the meetings with the several departments. The points to be discussed were grouped by SET, by status and by value of the savings.  The summaries of the pending actions were placed close to each description. In these reports, the savings foreseen by car from each proposal are placed for Ford and for VW, as well as the foreseen date for implementation of the idea and the date in which the idea proposal is going to be discussed again with that department. 

The preparation of meetings was facilitated by the revision of the information obtained from the departments. The length of the meetings was reduced to one third and the team was able to track 300 to 400 proposals on time. 

Conclusions

With this system support, about 350 ideas for cost reduction were implemented out of 1500 ideas submitted [8]. The ideas implemented resulted in significant savings.

The conclusions that can be taken out of this case are that: 

· It is easier to establish the dialogue and the objectives for several departments when the target is clear and the efforts are constantly accompanied by the use of a database; 

· The system helps on the identification of existing bottlenecks in the analysis, development and implementation of ideas; 

· The system allows to evaluate the opportunities according to its source, time of implementation, results and other features; 

· The capacity of process coordination is greatly improved and is fundamental when dealing with a large number of ideas or contact persons; 

· The system speeds up the processing of ideas;

· The system improves the internal communication; 

· The system supports the maintenance of a large number of ideas;

· The system provides up to date detailed reports, which consider the needs of each group. 

It is predictable, from the case presented, that a similar approach can have benefits in matters such as the improvement of the quality of the car or car weight reduction. 
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