BAKER PERKINS LTD

Founded in 1920 from the amalgamation of two bread and biscuit machinery companies, Baker Perkins Ltd is the core company of the Baker Perkins Group, employing about a third of a total of 6,250 employees.  Based in a country whose inhabitants are, per head, the most voracious consumers of biscuits in the world, the company has pioneered many techniques in the bread and biscuit making, and sugar confectionery industries.  Its products range through all the processes from the handling of the raw ingredients through mixing, forming, baking and cooling, so that unit machines are provided to the smaller customer or complete lines of plant engineered for the large industrial user.  The group also offers a complementary range of packaging equipment to the food industry; 70% of the group’s turnover (totalling £138 million in 1981/82) and some 50% of its trading profit (8.5 million in 1981/82) is devoted to food machinery.

In addition, Baker Perkins Ltd manufactures high-speed, heat-set web offset printing presses for the commercial and magazine markets and a range of mixing equipment for the foundry industry.

The group has long regarded itself as international (the original founders were immigrants – one from Canada, the other from the United States) and, indeed, over 80% of group revenue is generated overseas, a third of it in the North American market.  The story of Baker Perkins Ltd, which exports well over half its output to over 80 different countries, parallels that of the group in its continuing rediscovery of what being “international” means.

The company today pursues a policy of serving its customers on an industry basis worldwide and measures its performance against its competitors from abroad, who are mainly European.  This sets a standard for its products that demands a high degree of innovation to achieve a competitive edge in terms of specification and quality in order to achieve best value for money.  Looking closely at the market provides new opportunities for product innovation in other ways also.  For example, the ethnic characteristics of individual markets in bread consumption lead to the development of specialised equipment for each particular market.  Pocket bread in the Middle East requires different processing from, say, UK bread baked in tins.

Concentration on particular industries and understanding their needs around the world, not only their engineering needs but also their processes, has become a key marketing approach leading to the employment of process specialists as well as engineers.  The engineer himself has been given a new standing in that he is responsible for converting the perceived need of the market into a competitive, profitable, saleable product.

The drive from the market place to the product design has been carried further into the manufacturing process, so that the shop floor and the customer are nearer to each other than ever before.  A design that solves a customer process problem must also be internationally competitive and therefore design for economic manufacture is a feature that is becoming more and more important.

The effort to keep up to date with what is going on in the market and to direct the energy of the company as a whole to the market place has taken place on several fronts over the last decade.  Some of the management developments have been pioneering innovations in themselves.

(a) Organisation and the Product Manager

Baker Perkins’ present organisational structure dates from the late 1960s, when the company was reorganised into four product-related divisions – bakery, biscuits, printing and foundry machinery – each of which became responsible for its own engineering, sales and distribution, with a common manufacturing pool. The purpose was to forge a stronger link between marketing and design.

In the early 1970s, the thinking was extended to international marketing and selling.  Till then, there had been a separate international company to sell the products of the UK companies overseas.  This was dissolved and the UK operating companies then acquired direct contact with their foreign customers.

The new structure gradually evolved further – not necessarily in the same way for each division – but the most important single development was the emergence of product managers – Baker Perkins style.  They are responsible for the manufacture of specific divisional products, their aim being to bring a sense of the market place into the common manufacturing facility and to cope with the problem of managing and co-ordinating such a wide variety of products and types of work.  They report both to the manufacturing director and to their divisional manager.  Around the product managers have developed product teams containing the functions relevant for taking a product from development to marketing.  In turn, the team concept has mushroomed throughout the organisation.

(b)  Planning and Product Development

In addition to centrally conducted experimental work and industrial design, about 3% of income is spent on product development within the divisions.  There is a technical director who carries the overall responsibility for planning the product development within each division and for the central research and development facility. Divisional technical managers, report to him, as well as to their own divisional managers, on a similar matrix system as the product manager.

Within a formal, annual long-range planning procedure to look at the strategic development of the whole business, there are divisional development plans which themselves evolve from quarterly reviews of each product, their phasing in and out.  These constitute a forum for middle management to present its solutions, where marketing, sales, services, engineering, manufacturing and divisional management are all represented.  A thorough review of the market place, competitors, costs, weaknesses and strengths is carried out.  The company appears to have learnt how to achieve a real involvement by those concerned in the process, to “put products and concepts on to a slab”.  In a similar, participative way, a manufacturing plan is evolved to support the divisional plans.  The overall guideline is the priority which the company sets on getting the right product – the processes must be available to produce it, it must meet customer needs.

(c) The Industrial Designer
Baker Perkins’ adoption of the industrial designer as a key synthesising force between functions is becoming well known.  It should be seen in the context of a tradition of recognition of the engineer in what is, after all, an engineering company.  There are no career barriers to engineers within the management structure; on the contrary many of the higher echelons of the company are filled by qualified engineers, including the group managing director, the managing director of Rose Forgrove (the packaging machinery company) and within Baker Perkins Ltd the technical director, the manufacturing director and the director of the printing machinery division.

At the same time, there has historically been a strong sales orientation in the company and engineers who, for instance, become product managers often have marketing and applications engineering experience within the company first.

The industrial designer not only represents a culmination of the effort to co-ordinate engineering and marketing, but also an answer to a general feeling within the company that the challenges imposed upon mechanical engineers and designers – in terms of responsibility for product engineering, detailed design work and the time and cost constraints – was inordinate.  As someone who understands both the needs of the customer and the technical capabilities of the company, the industrial designer bridges the definition of market opportunity with the definition of the product and the engineering process.

Supplementing the market research which is carried out as a function in itself, part of the work of the industrial designers and engineers is to visit selected customer organisations and see for themselves what the major needs and problems are, to examine the principal competitor machines in operation, in order to gain an appreciation of the target to be beaten.  Specifications are then refined and numerous alternative designs explored for their possibilities in meeting the criteria of performance, cost, accessibility to parts for maintenance, hygiene, looks and so on.

There has also been a very important spin-off in raising the standard of presentation of design plans much above what is normal to an engineering company.  Instead of traditional drawings, board members and colleagues are presented with charts and solid scale models which can be compared with models of the “competition”.  Sections can be dismantled, features demonstrated, questions illustrated.  In other words, “Engineers can have intelligent conversations with marketing.”  This improvement in communication has brought home to many in the company just how important it is to break down “language” barriers within a company.

(d) Other Developments
More briefly, it might be of interest to run through some other components of Baker Perkins’ approach which include:

( i )
Sponsoring undergraduate engineers on degree courses and running its own apprentice schools.

(ii) Management development.  In addition to the high proportion of qualified mechanical engineers, professional skills in marketing, electronics, food technology and finance are well developed.  Career development opportunities are good either within a particular discipline or by transferring to a different occupation.  For example, an industrial designer can become a marketing or a sales manager, or an applications engineer can become a chief product engineer.

(iii) A considerable commitment to the use of computers and microelectronics, notably in computer aided design (CAD) and computer aided manufacture (CAM).  This has enabled the company to shorten the lines of communication from drawing office to factory floor and to reduce total cycle time.  For example, by drawing a printing press side frame with several hundred holes, all critically inter-related, on CAD, a process taking three months manually has been reduced to three weeks.

(iv) Trying out quality circles in some areas with the assistance of an outside consultant.  Baker Perkins@ product profile – that is many different products, none in great volume – means that production teams are usually small (5-15 people), a situation which is already conducive to “good industrial relations, communication, work satisfaction, pride in one’s work and identification with the result.” So schemes like quality circles are introduced selectively and carefully, for instance in areas “which could be feeling frustrated as to how much notice the company takes of them,” such as the stores, whose performance has an important, though not always fully recognised, impact on other parts of the organisation.

The introduction of new methods has taken time to bring tangible results.  There has been a gradual development of the skills of product managers.  Innovations, like product teams, which were initially a struggle to get going, have now become almost routine.  Working in teams has gradually bred a culture of communication and the pooling of ideas which has, in the company’s view, gone a long way to replacing traditional departmental strongholds.  The role of the industrial designer, too, has matured and become established in the “company mine” as an integral part of the functioning of the organisation.  

As to the future, the idea that a venture management division and more adventurous R & D projects are becoming topical after two years of feeling the draughts of recession.  However, the first priority is seen as the ability to perform well under the rapidly changing circumstances in the markets where the company already is.  There is an awareness of the need to be innovative and effective in the existing businesses, so the types of venture being pursued are essentially extensions of interest, for instance into the market of the retail baker and into machinery for extruded food products such as snacks termed “gentle” ventures.

There will also be a continuation in the commitment to using more and more microelectronics within the company with, for example, some of the more recent developments in computerising production with direct numerical control (DNC) of machine tools (by a host computer) and flexible manufacturing systems (FMS).  Baker Perkins’ use of modern computing techniques is at an advanced stage of development compared to that of British engineering in general – in fact, the CAD/CAM installations are reputed to be the most advanced in Europe.  However, the frontiers of technology are shifting so rapidly that further such developments are crucial if the company is to keep abreast of the world’s technological leaders in the engineering industries.

Innovation in management techniques is also inevitable, a process which is organic and wherein Baker Perkins sees flexibility and pragmatism as being the most important driving forces.  The ideas for such developments come from both inside (e.g. the product manager concept) and outside the company (e.g. quality circles) There is also considerable exchange of information and ideas between Baker Perkins and other companies, for instance in the many visits to bakeries and other customers, and also in the visitors it has received to see its early use of CAD/DAM and the industrial design developments.*

· Further information is contained in “The History oif Baker Perkins” by Augustus Muir, W Heffer and Sons Ltd, 19968
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