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In the late 1960’s, Frank Pipp, an assembly plant manager at Ford, instructed the 

plant to purchase a competitor's cars. His plan was to have the final 

assembly team disassemble these cars and learn first hand how well they 

were made. At that time frame in Ford, if two connecting parts could be 

assembled without the use of a handy rubber mallet, then these parts were 

known as “snap fit”. The remaining parts might well require hammers to 

assemble. To Frank Pipp’s amazement, one of the purchased cars was 

100% “snap fit”. Pipp did not believe the results and instructed the team to 

repeat the assembly operation. They did and found again that the Toyota 

pickup truck was 100% snap fit. The time frame was the late 1960s. 

Background
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Imagine that you have just returned from visiting two companies –

the Red Pen Company and the Blue Pen Company. 

For starters, their description

“The Red Pen Company is the place I go to every week to buy one 

red pen. They only make red pens and it is the only place to 

buy them. Likewise, the Blue Pen Company is the sole source 

for blue pens and I buy one there every week as well. Both 

pens cost $1.”

The Companies
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We have spent a week at the Red Pen factory, and the Blue Pen 

factory.

The first day was a holiday, and you were able to view the factories 

with no operations, no people present.  Describe the physical 

facilities of each factory.

During the rest of the visit, the factories were in normal production.  

Describe the people at each factory.

Exercise Description
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The cap and body of the blue pen are easy to separate and the red 

pen cap and body can only be assembled with a hammer and 

disassembled with pliers. The term I use for the easy-to-

separate blue pen body and cap is that they are “snap fit”. By 

comparison, the red pen body and cap are a struggle to 

separate.

The Pens
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Blue Pen Company Red Pen Company

 

Physical

People

Observation Form
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The most important figures that one needs for 

management are unknown or unknowable (Lloyd S 

Nelson)

You have been able to visualize the differences between 

two factories, one a good place to work, one a bad 

place to work

Divergent groups given this task give surprisingly similar 

answers

Discussion
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Could we convert our observation table to numerical 

scores?  Redness <-> Blueness?

Could we infer morale, happiness, attitude from certain 

measurements? Surveys? Interviews?

Could we measure the physical conditions?

THINK

Red/Blue Measures?


