TRUTH ON TIME

CHAPTER I

Focus ON SERVING THE
CUSTOMER

Case Study: The Golden Cuvettes

What if your biggest operational problem, the one consum-
ing millions in inventory, frustrating customers, and exhaust-
ing your team, could be traced to a single, astonishingly simple
root cause? In this chapter, you’ll learn not through expensive
technology or complex re-engineering, but by challenging a sin-
gle dangerous assumption: that some problems are “unfixable.”
Follow Ed’s journey as he exposes the difference between man-
aging the consequences of failure and truly serving the customer,
a distinction that separates mediocre operations from excellent
ones. The answer wasn’t to be found in sophisticated analysis; it

was hiding in plain sight.

Inherently Flawed Logic

Ed, the new Director of Operations, sat opposite George, the outgoing plant
manager, in the conference room at the newly acquired Cyntra facility. George
had the weary look of a man who had fought the same battle for years and was
now, with a mixture of relief and bitterness, handing over the reins.

“Look, Ed,” George began, his voice dropping as if sharing a state secret.
“I'm going to be straight with you. The CyntraMax cuvette line... is a beast.”
He gestured towards the factory floor on the other side of the glass. “You’ll
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have good weeks, bad weeks, and you’ll have ugly weeks. The process upsets:
they come and go on their own. We’ve had engineers crawling over those
thermoformers for years. We never quite figured it out.”

George sat back, a flicker of pride in his eyes. “You'd better figure out how to
make a year’s worth of these things and stash them in a warechouse. If you don’t
have a year’s worth of inventory, you’ll shut down customers, and corporate
will have your head.”

Ed had seen this movie before. George framed it as “serving the customer”
by preventing a stock-out, but Ed immediately saw the deeper flaw. True cus-
tomer service isn’t about shipping a product at all costs. It’s about ensuring the
customer's success. Hoarding inventory didn’t solve the problem. Cyntra was
an expert at managing the consequences of its failure, effectively passing them
downstream to customer labs to handle.

“So, how did you manage yield?” Ed asked, keeping his tone neutral.

George’s face lit up. This was his area of expertise, the complex system he
had built not to create quality, but to salvage waste. “That’s the clever part,”
he said, walking over to a small display table. He picked up a long, flexible
strip of clear plastic cuvettes. “The customer needs a continuous string of 500
good cuvettes to load into the analyzer. On a good day, our process might yield
70%. We get failures - bad ultrasonic welds between cuvettes. The electrical test
catches them. We might get a good run of one hundred, then a failure, then
another fifty good ones.”

He pointed to a nearly invisible seam in the plastic strip. “We cut out the bad
sections. Then we take these good, short sections and weld them into a 500-unit
string. We got real good at it too. Our rework team is the most efficient group
in the plant.”

Ed looked at the “patched-together” string. In George’s world, productivity
wasn’t about how many good cuvettes came off the line the first time. It
was about the efficiency of the rework process. They were celebrating heroic
workarounds to mistakes while ignoring that the larger system was fundamen-
tally broken.

Ed promised himself, “There’s no way we’re going to become a Center of

Excellence for welding scrap cuvettes!”

The Cost of a “Good Deal”

In the bustling core lab of a major metropolitan hospital, Tina, a senior lab
technician, heard the sound she'd come to dread: the sharp, insistent beep of
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a fault alarm from the CyntraMax analyzer. The machine, a high-throughput
workhorse, sat inert, a red light flashing on its console.

“Not again,” she muttered, stripping off her gloves. A junior tech looked
over, wide-eyed. “What’s wrong with it?” “It’s not the CyntraMax,” Tina said
with a resigned sigh. “It’s the cuvettes.”

She opened the analyzer’s main panel, revealing the intricate feeding mech-
anism. As suspected, the cuvette string was buckled, jammed at a slight, un-
natural angle. She pointed to a faint, almost imperceptible weld line where two
shorter strings had been joined. “See that? It’s another one of those ‘special
price’ reels. The seam is just thick enough that if it doesn’t feed perfectly
straight, the sensor trips and the whole thing shuts down.”

She carefully extracted the jammed string of cuvettes, cut away the damaged
portion, and painstakingly re-threaded the remainder. The process took ten
minutes, during which patient samples sat idle until the analyzer started up
again.

“I'don’t get it,” the junior tech said. “Why do we even buy these cuvettes if
they cause problems?”

Tina shrugged, closed the panel, and restarted the machine. The rhythmic
hum returned. “Purchasing gets a discount on them. They save a few bucks
on the cuvettes, but we lose twenty minutes of runtime on a million-dollar
machine meant to help us keep up with our workload. Doesn’t seem like a good
deal to me.”

This scene, playing out in labs with CyntraMax installed across the U.S.,
was the hidden consequence of George’s “clever” solution. The discount model
had created a dangerous false economy. It focused the customer’s purchasing
department on unit price, while ignoring the far more significant Total Cost of
Ownership, which included downtime, labor intervention, and delayed results.
The manufacturing “solution” of patching and discounting was actively at
odds with the product’s core value proposition.

A Stand Against the Status Quo

The budget meeting was not going well. Ed’s new division Vice President, a
man whose world revolved around the acquisition’s financials, tapped a line
item on a spreadsheet.

“It’s a big number, Ed,” the VP said, his voice tight. “Capital expenditure
for a new warehouse lease and fit-out. But George was adamant during our
due diligence phase. He called it ‘insurance.” We paid a premium for Cyntra’s
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customer base; we can’t risk starving them of product in the first six months.
We need to be stockpiling now.”

Ed took a deep breath. He could follow the path of least resistance, proceed
with the warehouse spend, and waste the next year managing a mountain of
defective inventory. Or he could challenge the fundamental premise.

“We’d be signing ourselves up for a broken process,” Ed said, his voice
calm but firm. “We’re spending millions of dollars to hoard material that we
know our customers will struggle to use. The problem isn’t that we can’t make
enough cuvettes; it’s that we can’t make them righr. The constraint isn’t our
capacity; it’s our process capability.”

The VP frowned. “But George said he had his best minds working on it for
years. He said it was unsolvable.”

“With respect, George’s team defined the problem as ‘how to manage un-
predictable failures.” I want to define it as ‘how to eliminate the failures,” Ed
countered. “Instead of investing in a warehouse to store the problem, I want to
invest in two of our own experts to solve it. Give me a physicist and a chemist
for three months, and we’ll fix it.”

The room was silent. Ed was directly challenging the inherited wisdom,
the core belief system that had governed the Cyntra plant for a decade. The
true bottleneck had nothing to do with the machines on the floor. It was a
policy constraint, a legacy belief that the process was inherently unstable and
unsolvable. His stand was more than a budget request; it was a declaration that
the reactive, firefighting culture of the past was over.

Looking Outside the Box

The two-person “tiger team” assembled in the lab. Ari was a physicist by train-
ing, thorough and ever-so-slightly obsessed with first principles. His partner,
Sam, was a chemist whose pragmatism complemented Ari’s academic rigor.
She had spent twenty years in factories and had a sixth sense for processes that
“didn’t smell right.”

Their initial investigation was a whirlwind of scientific inquiry. They
mounted high-speed cameras to capture the thermoforming process frame by
frame. They attached sensors to measure minute fluctuations in temperature
and pressure. They analyzed the frequency of the ultrasonic welder, hypothe-
sizing that a resonant vibration might be causing micro-fractures. They gen-
erated mountains of data, producing elegant charts and complex statistical
models.
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But they found nothing of significance.

The failures remained as sporadic and unpredictable as ever. Ari was con-
vinced the answer lay deeper in the polymer science behind the plastic tape.
Sam, however, was growing skeptical of their inwardly focused approach.

The breakthrough came late one Tuesday night, surrounded by empty
coffee cups and batch records. While Ari modeled heat dissipation curves, Sam
was doing something more mundane: cross-referencing the dates of high-fail-
ure production runs with the delivery dates of the raw plastic tape from their
supplier.

She suddenly stood up, tapping a spreadsheet on his monitor. “Ari, look at
this. It’s faint, but it’s there. The three worst weeks last quarter all used tape
from this specific lot. And the best week? A different lot.”

Ari peered at the screen skeptically. “It could be a coincidence, Sam. The
correlation is weak.”

“Maybe,” Sam said, grabbing her coat. “But we’ve been treating this system
as if it starts at our loading dock. We’ve analyzed every variable inside this
building. What if the most important variable is already in the material before
it even arrives?” She paused at the door. “I'm going to visit the supplier. You
keep pulling on the polymer thread in case I’'m wrong.”

This intellectual leap was the turning point. The team had an abundance
of data, but it was the wrong data. They were asking, “What’s wrong with our
machine?” when the right question was, “What’s different about the material
when our machine fails?” By expanding their definition of the “system” to in-
clude their suppliers, they were moving toward a true supply chain perspective,
ahallmark of a mature, Class A operation. They were about to discover that the
answer didn’t lie in more sophisticated analysis but in a broader perspective.

The 10 Dollar Fix for the Million-Dollar Problem

The supplier’s factory was a cavern of noise and motion. Sam, now wearing a
visitor’s hard hat and safety glasses, stood beside the massive lamination ma-
chine that produced their tape. The machine was a thirty-foot-long behemoth
of rollers, heaters, and tensioners. At the far end, a single operator managed the
finished rolls of tape, trimming and preparing them for shipment.

Sam spent the entire morning following the path of the raw plastic sheets as
they were fed into the machine, laminated, and emerged as finished tape. Near
the beginning of the line, almost hidden from the operator’s view, she noticed
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asmall, open pan. The tape dipped into the pan, passing through a clear liquid
before moving on.

She walked over to the operator. “What’s in that pan?” she shouted over the
din of the machinery.

“Primer!” the operator yelled back. “It helps the layers bond together.”

“How do you know when to refill it?” Sam asked.

The operator pointed down the long machine toward his station. “I’m
down there most of the time. I walk back to check it every so often. Sometimes
I find it’s run dry. I top it up when I see it’s low.”

In that instant, it all became clear to Sam. When the primer bin ran empty,
sections of tape were produced without bonding agent. They looked identical
to the good tape, but their lamination was weak. Days later, when these un-
primed sections were subjected to the ultrasonic welder, the weak bond would
fail, creating a microscopic channel between cuvettes. The electrical test would
detect the channel, flag a failure, and record another upset.

The solution was as elegant as it was simple. That afternoon, Sam went to a
local hardware store. She returned not with a complex sensor or a computerized
monitoring system, but with a standard toilet-bowl float mechanism - a $10
part. She worked with the supplier’s maintenance team to rig the float inside
the primer bin. They then wired a simple red lightbulb to the operator’s station,
thirty feet away. The logic was foolproof. When the primer level dropped, the
float would drop with it, closing a circuit and turning on the light. The operator
would see the light, walk over, and refill the bin before it ran out.

Although the supplier would later be free to implement something more
elaborate, for now, this was a perfect example of cheap-and-cheerful continu-
ous improvement. The constraint on product quality wasn’t high-tech. It was a
flawed human process, now fixed by a visual system that costs less than a coffee
and a bagel at Starbucks.

The Unforeseen Impacts of Perfection

To quantify the transformation that followed Sam’s visit is to understand the
power of addressing a true root cause. The impact cascaded through every level
of the operation, turning years of accepted wisdom on its head.

The most immediate change occurred on the production line. First-pass
yield, which had hovered around 70% under the old process, jumped to 100%.
Every cuvette that came off the thermoformer was now flawless. The elaborate
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rework operation George had been so proud of was no longer needed. Scrap
and rework costs, once a major line item, effectively vanished overnight.

With yield no longer a gamble, the inventory strategy could be rethought.
There was no need to hoard a year’s supply in a leased warehouse to
hedge against unpredictable output. Production shifted to a straightforward
make-to-forecast model, freeing the massive working capital tied up in safety
stock. The proposed warehouse lease that had triggered Ed’s confrontation
with the VP was quietly shelved.

The financial picture transformed in parallel. Cost of goods sold dropped
substantially as the bloated standard cost, inflated by years of rework labor,
scrap material, and excess warehousing, was replaced by a lean, efficient cost
structure. On the commercial side, the old two-tier pricing model disappeared.
There was no longer a need to offer discounts on reworked product because
there was no reworked product. Every cuvette now shipped at full price, which
lifted the average selling price and simplified the commercial model.

But the most telling metric, and the one that mattered most, was what
happened in the customer lab. Analyzer jams and fault alarms that had plagued
technicians like Tina disappeared. Operator interventions dropped to zero. Lab
throughput and staff productivity increased as machines operated without in-
terruption. Customer satisfaction, which had suffered under the old regime of
supply disruptions and unreliable product, rebounded sharply. The acquired
customer base was not only retained but also became a powerful advocate for
the product. The “golden cuvettes,” as the labs had christened them, delivered
on the core promise of an uninterrupted testing workflow, providing true lab
results to doctors and patients on time.

Ed stood on the factory floor, taking in the change. Where the noisy,
chaotic rework area had been, there was now open space. The pallets of scrap
material that once clogged the aisles had vanished. He studied the produc-
tion dashboard. It had been two months since the first shipment of the new,
“float-valve-certified” tape had arrived, and the numbers confirmed what the
quiet floor already told him.

Then, the phone calls started.

The first came from the Director of Technical Operations. “Ed, I don’t
know what you guys did, but you need to keep doing it. I've had three inquiries
this week from major labs asking how to get more of these ‘golden cuvettes.’
That’s what they’re calling them. They say the analyzers haven’t jammed once
since they started using them. They want to know how to make sure they only
get these from now on.”
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Cross-Functional Alignment for Customer Success

Ed stood at the head of the conference table. The room held the heads of Sales,
Marketing, and Finance - the very people whose teams were now getting to
grips with the factory’s success. On the whiteboard behind him, Ed had drawn a
simple diagram tracing the journey from the supplier’s primer bin to a patient’s
test result. “For years,” he began, “Cyntra thought its job was to make cuvettes.
They thought they were serving the customer by offering a discount on a flawed
product. They were wrong on both counts.”

He pointed to the end of his diagram. “Our real job is to provide our
customers with uninterrupted testing workflow. That’s what they buy. That’s
the value they pay for. The old process, the patchwork, the discounts... weren’t
serving the customer; they were more about Cyntra asking customers to help
clear out their defective inventory.”

Later that week, the VP of Sales gathered her team. “The days of selling a
mix of good and bad product are over,” she told them. “We are back to selling
uninterrupted workflow.” She went on to announce that the compensation
model was changing to reflect this new reality, rewarding customer retention
and total value over volume.

Standing alone at the end of the day, looking out over the quiet, efficient fac-
tory floor, Ed reflected on the true nature of the challenge. Serving the customer
wasn’tabout offering a choice between good and second-rate product. Nor was
it about compensating for poor quality with a lower price. It was about making
a promise of excellence and relentlessly aligning every part of the value chain -
from the float valve in a supplier’s primer bin to the commission structure in
a salesperson’s contract - to deliver on that promise. The goal was bigger than
improving the process. It was to build a system that began and ended with the
customer's success.

*kk
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Chapter 1 Go Do’s

1. Identify Your “Golden Cuvettes.”

» What product quality issues in your operation have been accepted as
“unfixable” or managed through workarounds?

» What would it take to challenge that assumption and investigate the

root cause?

2. Audit Your “Serving the Customer” Narrative.

* Areany of your customer service practices actually protecting internal
operations at the customer’s expense?

* Where might you be asking customers to absorb your process prob-
lems?

3. Think of a Recurring Quality Issue in Your Area.

» Have you or your team personally observed the process at the point
where the defect is created?

* If not, what’s preventing you from going to see for yourself?
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