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At L’Oréal’s cosmetics plant in Little 
Rock, Ark., the brains produce the beauty 
more efficiently these days.

The plant always had a solid repu-
tation, but its performance rates had 
plateaued and in some cases slightly 
deteriorated, according to Richard 
Jones, vice president, North Little Rock 
manufacturing for L’Oréal USA. Many 
thought the plant was better than it was, 
said Jones, who joined L’Oréal in 2000.

Jeff Lingo, a 31-year veteran at the 
Little Rock plant, agreed.

“In all honesty, we’d become compla-
cent,” said Lingo, process improvement 
manager and TPM (total productive 
maintenance) coordinator for the plant.

The hard work of glamour
This year, L’Oréal celebrated 100 years in 
business. The company makes 23 global 

brands, has annual worldwide sales of 
17.5 billion euros and employs 67,000 
workers in 62 countries. Its U.S. opera-
tion, which started in 1953, employs 
10,000.

Behind that glamour lays the hard 
work of making the products that 
women, from models to executives to 
housewives, use.

The company has a plant in Canada 
and six in the United States. The Little 
Rock plant, opened in the 1970s, fell 
into L’Oréal’s hands when the company 
acquired the Maybelline brand in 1996. 
It produces primarily mascara, powder 
and blush products. By 2007, when 
Jones took his current post, many Little 
Rock employees had been in the same 
positions for 15 to 20 years. Much of the 
plant’s knowledge base would retire in 
two to five years, and there had been no 

real preparation for the future.
That vision for tomorrow was Jones’ 

responsibility. For him, the question 
was simple: How do you create a snap 
change in performance without causing 
a revolution in the worker base?

Management started laying the 
groundwork in 2007 with changes accel-
erating in 2008, Lingo explained. 

Along the way, L’Oréal redesigned its 
Little Rock plant; empowered its work 
force to push forward; increased produc-
tivity through lean manufacturing, 
SMED (single-minute exchange of die), 
TPM, kaizen, 5S and other IE manage-
ment tools; allowed more flexible hours 
for shop employees; and produced results 
envied by corporate headquarters in Paris.

Take it away
Jones, an electronics engineer with two 
decades in production and logistics, 
realized he had to reform the entire 
culture of the work force to introduce 
dramatic changes. He prepared by hiring 
a consultant and taking a management 
committee off-site for training and 
developing future plans. The company 
then trained managers and leaders on 
new ways to behave and interact with 
employees. Officials focused on creat-
ing a continuous improvement process, 
applied the processes to pilot areas, then 
rolled the changes across the Little Rock 
facility. They created workshops that 
engaged work teams, increasing their 
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skill levels and writing new procedures.
Some turned red at the new goals and 

expectations. A number left the company, 
and management made some tough 
decisions through some difficult peri-
ods, Jones said. The remainder embraced 
the new order like a warm puppy.

“And basically we got the right people 
on the right seats on the bus,” Jones said.

For Jones, Lingo’s leadership skills and 
credibility with employees made the key 
difference. Lingo has worked in a vari-
ety of positions at the plant, including 
chemist, packaging supervisor, process-
ing supervisor and packaging manager. 
When introducing lean manufacturing, 
TPM or any major change, having some-
one of Lingo’s status to drive that change 
is “exceptionally valuable,” Jones said.

“It would be impossible with a new 
college graduate or a recent hire,” Jones 
emphasized.

Plant revisions included, appropriately 
enough, a makeover.

“We changed the physical organiza-
tion of the plant to create what I call 
minibusinesses, or cells, and imple-
mented lean manufacturing principles, 
together with implementing a downtime 
monitoring system called Informance, 
which gives us the ability to track the 
reasons why we lose productivity,”  
Jones said.

The cells consist of three to four 
production lines with approximately  
25 to 35 people. Each cell has a manager, 
and the company is starting to develop 
team leads who will be experts for each 
line they are responsible for.

“This cell sets its own budget, and 
it’s responsible for the [key performance 
indicators] such as quality, safety and 
productivity,” Lingo said. 

The cells have led to a higher level of 
decision making from teams on produc-
tion lines, to the point where they can 
vary shift patterns depending upon 
business needs. Shifts can range from 
eight hours to 10 hours to 12 hours with 
the most popular seeming to be work-
ing four 10-hour shifts a week.

“The employees definitely like the 
flexibility. It kind of is a reward for the 
fruits of their labor if they do a good job 
and they’re well-organized,” Lingo said.

Such organization must flow from the 
top so that workers on the line buy into 
the process. Jones said companies intro-
ducing lean manufacturing processes 
such as TPM must make a significant 
investment in training at all levels. It 
requires a clear vision from management, 
and plenty of reward and recognition for 
the work force.

Or, as Jones put it, be consistent with 
the stick and be plentiful with the carrots.

“There has to be a relentless consis-
tency. …And you have to bring a reward 
system that rewards the new behaviors 
and values and expectations that you 
have set as a requirement,” Jones said.

Lacking that, he added, companies 
might score some quick victories but 
cannot sustain better results. With lean 
manufacturing, improvements build 
upon each other and accelerate. 

“At the end of the day it’s about 
people,” Jones said. “If you don’t focus on 
the people it’s not going to be successful 
because it’s a process.”

Paris calling
Although he emphasizes the need for 
continuous improvement, Jones clearly 
likes the results so far. Overall equipment 
effectiveness has improved from the 

mid-40s to more than 60 percent. The 
plant’s head count has been reduced by 
20 percent. Inventory has been reduced. 
Changeover times have been reduced. 
The company has reduced investment 
and reduced shifts.

Lingo said the plant has improved 
productivity 6.2 percent from 2008 to 
2009.

“The processes are working, and that’s 
one of the rewarding things,” he said.

Other people are taking notice. Offi-
cials from other L’Oréal plants are 
interested, and a L’Oréal corporate opera-
tions group from Paris is going to visit 
to see what its members can learn. “The 
Little Rock plant that could” is seeing its 
operational success expand to L’Oréal 
USA and L’Oréal worldwide, Jones 
observed.

“We set a bold vision for the facility, 
and we’re starting to implement that 
vision,” Jones said. “Our results have 
been so dramatic and powerful that the 
method that we have been using is influ-
encing manufacturing strategy in North 
America so that all the other plants in 
my division, North America, are basically 
applying the same principles.” 

— Michael Hughes
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