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My Job and How I Got It

by John C. Dyer

Near the end of lunch break at a TSRA workshop last summer, Ed Josephson asked me:  “John, how did you get your job as Planning Officer?”  Before replying, we had to return. 

This is a great question because I know that Planning Officer, my job, was the best one in the company.  Besides guiding the development of the Strategic and Operating Plans and reviewing progress in attaining our business goals, the job is self-defined. Moreover, as I saw it, it gives you access to, lets you comment on and indirectly influence almost everything happening in the company.  The work is unstructured and purposely allows a lot of discretionary time.

The short answer is “I earned it!”  The long answer (how) may be more interesting because it gives some visibility and insight, albeit mine, into what goes on at high levels that few employees know of or get to see.  Now I’m not going to tell stories that would reveal secrets or hurt anybody, but I will talk about my one man crusade to improve the quality of management over the couple of decades I occupied staff and support jobs at or near the top of the company.

I came to Avco RAD as a senior systems engineer in early 1963.  Prior to that I earned a BU degree in chemistry, spent three years in USAF flying (navigator >2000 hours, where I knew Art Vallas and Murray Rockowitz), then got a MS degree from MIT/Sloan and worked 3½ years at LFE (Laboratory for Electronics) in marketing, engineering and operations research.  LFE, a spinoff from MIT Radiation Lab, had earlier produced the TPN-12 aircraft landing system and was developing the first AF solid state avionic, a Doppler navigator for Republic’s F-105, which in Vietnam got and survived the toughest enemy penetration missions.  I learned about Avco while managing the field evaluation program for a comprehensive system upgrade, including reliability.  A very helpful resource in performing that evaluation was an Avco Reliability handbook authored by Don Earles.

After a few brief tasks on Minuteman and Apollo, I got my first significant assignment along with Gene Carrubba in the planetary exploration area.  I was delighted to work on the Voyager Orbiter/Lander study programs led by Dick Ellis and Bill Neacy.  Voyager was an exciting interdisciplinary program and I had opportunity to define mission profile, develop a method for scientific payload selection, model the spacecraft sterilization process and evaluate the overall program feasibility, all resulting in papers.  The payload selection method was presented at a Joint ORSA/TIMS conference and drew over 150 worldwide requests for copies.  Later I worked on a “black” mil-space program in the Lowell plant that had a sign on the entrance: “You are now leaving the American zone.”  About this time reflecting NASA budget shift to manned Moon landings, Space Division merged back into Missile Systems Division, signaling the retrenchment from Mac Adam’s once promising diversification into NASA

Over my first four years at Avco, I was able to take 16 more management courses at MIT, all during work hours.  One was in the emerging field of strategic planning under the soon-to-be guru, Henry Mintzberg.  As part of that, I did an in-depth paper on Avco planning interviewing Baron George.  I identified the job I was destined to perform and took on a personal objective to improve the performance of management planning and analysis.

With the cancellation of the MK-17 in 1968 (marking the AF shift from Strategic to Tactical/Vietnam weapons), many jobs were cut, including mine, but thanks to Tom Hill, I was lucky to land a group leader job in Systems Effectiveness with Bill Towle.  Two early projects I remember were modeling the advantage of cross-targeting MIRVs and developing efficient deployment patterns for TPAR, perhaps the first attempt at Tactical market penetration.  Bill recognized that many managers could use better analytics in their decision-making and focused me on management support and tasked me with building a staff capability.  At various times our talent included George Anagnostopolis, Jim Baker, Geoff Bentley, Roy Bonaccorso, Joe Coury, Bud Higgins, Doug Karo, Dom LaRosa, Joe Levangie, Harry Lockhart, Martin Orr, and Bill Rombalski among others.

The earliest managerial problems we tackled were two models for Ed Brissick to allocate B&P/IRAD resources and a rate setting overhead model for Hank Fredricks/John Carlson.  This led to updating Red Carlson’s “influence coefficients” study, some facility planning using min/max regret, and sales aggregation for Jim O’Kelley.  Most of these were successful; yet, at times, we found ourselves in a vast wilderness.  For example, Geoff Bentley made a presentation on an engine exhaust gas analyzer to one GM using IRR (internal rate of return) as the evaluation metric.  He said: “I don’t know what IRR is, I don’t want to know, and I don’t want to see it again!”  

At the same time we had some notable successes. With Joe Levangie’s financial flare, Al Maki was able to convince Avco Corporate to build the Modular Housing plant in Suncook, NH.  For Jack O’Rourke and Jim O’Kelley I built a long range planning model.  Using queuing theory, I modeled the utilization of the overcrowded IBM-1140 and demonstrated that a shorter wait time, improved turnaround time and increased user productivity more than justified adding a second (and even third) machine, thus eventually leading to open the access to the IBM-360 for use by engineering personnel.  

Probably our most computer intensive project was the creation of a Monte Carlo simulation called PSF (Probabilistic Sales Forecast) model.  Dom did most of the programming and Harry handled data integrity.  PSF later was linked to decision models for staffing (level/mix), facilities and budget sizing.  

In time Mac Adams became ASD GM, so I pulled together BIG MAC, (briefing in general management analysis capability), describing each of the tools earlier developed.  When Bob Wilson returned from Sloan he formed Business Development, an organization with marketing and general management talent to refocus the direction of the business.  Jack O’Rourke, Joe Levangie, Dick Sherman and I served as staff to perform an in-depth review to weed and group the then over 40 business projects.  Most had sprung up in four years by single departments independently pursuing uncontrolled business possibilities, presumably for job survival.  In the end we grouped 28 areas into four SBU’s (strategic business units) along the guidance GE’s Jack Welch had written about in the Journal of Operations Research.

Red Carlson, the initial Sloan Fellow, was always a supportive advocate.  Mac became Group Exec and Red was made GM.  I was sorry he didn’t last but pleased that John Mahoney was chosen to replace Red.

About this time, Dr. Dorothy Simon, Avco V.P. of Technology Planning, asked me, as the time manager of business research, to write a primer on how technology projects should be evaluated.  I did so integrating the concepts of strategic fit, market potential, product maturity and a variety of financial criteria including IRR.  It was adopted as a corporate policy.  I also developed a computer routine to solve for IRR iteratively, rather than directly, to get a sense of convergence and sensitivity.  Years later, I found the accounting folks were still using it.
Part of our Business Development work was to evaluate business line performance as well as to support individual business opportunities.  Chartek (aka FM-59) material for thermal protection of structural steel, under Bruce Belason, turned out to be maybe ASD’s best business success.  Here I worked closely with George Castle, and somewhat less with Dash Nahabedian, as the product went from development to market including ASTM testing and certification, visiting refineries, creating an applicator field network, pricing studies, supplier issues, etc.  An interesting aside -- we were unable to convince the NY World Trade Center to use Chartek; instead they opted for concrete.  

From time-to-time John Mahoney, who took over as GM from Red Carlson, would call me into his office to ask what I would like to be doing.  My answer was always the same:  exactly what I am doing.  Once, he said a GM job was open in an Avco Canadian unit that made stoves and appliances.  I said no thanks.  I think it went to Fred Springfield.  Another time he asked me to evaluate the situation at a Vermont gift-wrap paper-company taken oven by Avco’s finance unit.  I read it as a seasonal business ready for a turn-around.  Again, I said no thanks; it went to Dennis Trelowicz.  The travails and trepidations at Systems were more exciting for me.

Materials Handling–another most promising business based on Synchrotrac (a paradigm shifting synchronous control technology) created by Howie Burke, ended inconclusively.  Despite several billion plus dollar market potentials (automated warehousing, airport baggage handling, secure drug storage/distribution, people movers and more) John had to shut down this area prematurely to transfer the scarce talent and financial resources to pursue emerging MX.  John described MX as the ideal program: “plenty big and ends after my retirement date.” 

For a decade Systems’ survival as a business rested heavily on the sales volume and overhead support from Minuteman Flight Test under Jules Siegel and on the experimental technology developed under Henry Flickinger, all the while held together as a working truce managed by John Stevens.  Yet, if it had not been for the sale of excess capacity as Industrial Services (Computer, Publications, Environmental, Calibration and Manufacturing) we might not have had the profits and cash flow to survive the overly attentive scrutiny of George Hogeman.  But survive we did, in what I believe is best described as a random walk on the brink of extinction.

From 1974 to 1978 we struggled mightily to get a piece of MX.  First we needed $4 million NRE (non-recurring engineering) to compete for the development program.  The $4 million NRE would be recoverable during MX development, if it survived politically and if we won the development competition.  It took all of John Mahoney’s persuasive skill, using “investment vs. sales/profit profiles” to get George Hogeman’s approval.  And to demonstrate the potential payoff in production, John asked me to try to justify $5 million of capital investment.  I showed John we could afford $25 million and our return would look more credible.  Corporate gave us the NRE funds needed as investment.  It also kept a very close watch on us.

Also, as part of our strategizing to make us (then reduced to about 1000) credible to the MX SPO, Jack O’Rourke and John Gilmore lobbied and succeeded in getting BMO to separate the MK 21 Reentry Vehicle development from the Reentry System development. This gave us two chances of getting a piece of the action.  We won the reentry system first and later a piece of the RV as a dual source. Meanwhile we hosted (lobbied) all manner of political VIP’s in support of MX development approval, at the time still an ongoing political uncertainty. Drafts and redrafts of VIP briefings were prepared including one for two governors on our economic contributions and one for numerous senators, congressional representatives and Pentagon brass.

In due course, we won MX, which President Reagan later renamed Peacekeeper. There were many hurdles to overcome both internal and external. We needed to grow rapidly, train people, develop new systems to manage by, build a factory, manage the transition to production, and much more. For example, I advised John Mahoney that with all the new hires we should do some OD (organizational development) to help unite behind a common goal.  Wisely, he brought in several consulting organizations for skill building seminars.  These seminars worked some magic at top and mid-management levels. Incidentally, John was the first GM I knew who actually managed the business to maximize profit.

When Ross Hett replaced Hogeman, the Avco corporate planners, including former Systems VP Warren Kunz, began to introduce more sophisticated planning methods such as PIMS, BCS, and Michael Porter concepts.  I had already begun introducing these into our planning methods. Systems Division was recognized by corporate as having the “most intellectual” business strategy among their conglomerate which included R&D, manufacturing, subcontracting, movies, insurance and finance, to cite a few. Over time Corporate became even more sophisticated and asked us for our “Beta,” a comparison measure of industry risk, to see how units were doing. John Mahoney had me develop business line Betas to see which business lines were performing up to expectations.

Later, as Hank McCard became president, the next planning challenges were to develop a production capability, especially in electronic assembly, and to further develop Tactical Systems as a complementary business to Strategic Systems.  

Just when Bob Baughman was named Avco chairman, several of us were attending a Planning Officers conference and Bob came by to talk with us.  He said the one thing all units had in common was quality, and so he wanted to begin each meeting with management with a topic related to quality. This message was delivered to Hank who was ready with a study on production delivery time when Bob visited Systems. He reviewed the study but said he didn’t see the quality connection, whereupon Hank explained prompt delivery as a metric on production quality!  

Not long after that we introduced the Big Q program. For about the first year Hank had me launch the Systems Quality Program. Later I developed a set of quality metrics for each function. By then we were ready to transition the effort and Hank selected Saul Birnbach to institutionalize it.  We won the quality competition of units twice (I think), once as Avco and once as Textron.

Having built our production facility we needed products to build. The MX fuze was given by BMO to GE. About this time DoD and Gen. Slay of Systems Command were pushing competition and second sourcing. Hank asked Fred Gunter, Art Hill and me to see what we could do. Our approach used a learning curve argument to bid a price for half the buy at the “average cost.”  Hank went to BMO with the briefing, convinced the skeptical general to let us risk it on a fixed cost contract and came back on the red-eye with the job in hand.  Of course the unenviable challenge to make it happen fell into the capable hands of Dick Millman, Ken Clark, Len Epstein and Howie Burke, among others.

Beginning in 1978 with Assault Breaker and ERAM, we looked to lay the foundation of a Tactical Systems business line. With each test, delay, budget change and deliverable due, Corporate asked for updates or new evaluations on investments and risk. As it should be, many deservedly can claim some role, credit or responsibility for the creation, past success and forward viability of today’s main business line.

In 1983-84 Avco was challenged as a “greenmail” takeover target by Leucadia and Textron came to its rescue as a “white knight”.  We faced a culture change once again.  While Baughman was interested in Quality first, Textron was more focused on finance than on company operations. I attended a Textron corporate meeting and, on return, told Hank, if we want Quality with a big Q, we’ll have to do it on our own.  And we did and it continued because Hank championed it.  Textron is a good company but Bev Dolan’s style was: “make your targets and it’s hands-off.”  He would have less tolerance if targets were missed.  Over time we introduced MBOs and tracked ROFE trees for individual manager performance measurement and analysis. This helped promote ownership deep in the workforce.

Here’s my capsule assessment of the top managers. Using Doug Kenna’s conference room as my office for the first month when I began, I was able to observe his style―a marketing and corporate focus letting the “technicians” have free reign on operations. Dutch Detra may have been marginalized by events and everybody was out for a pass. Jim Dempsey at Group seemed above the fray. Mac Adams tried to bring a better business focus but George Hogeman held tight reigns. Red Carlson better understood the business, was analytic but trusting.

John Mahoney was a natural, capable leader, inspiring and got others to achieve by coming along for the fun.  Hank McCard was the hardest working GM. He grew in the job; was an admirable change agent, and succeeded by pushing himself and others beyond their comfort zone to attain goals they might not voluntarily select.  

At one time I reviewed most of the past business opportunities we pursued at Systems, over 100 individual ventures. Some may remember Apollo, Boron, Crystallex, ADAPT, Emissions Testing, Ferro Fluids, and much, much more. There are probably half a dozen stories I could relate on each. Avco/Textron Systems has been a great management laboratory to observe and take part in. As Don Walker used to say “Have fun, but don’t spend money.”
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