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At 3M
,

innovationcomeswithtweaks
CEOGeorgeBuckleyurgesstaffers to findimprovements `atthebottom ,

of

thepyramid
'

;

a cheaperrespiratormask

BYDANAMATTIOLI
AND ICRISMAKER

In corporate researchand
development labs

,

staffers dream of

creatingsexyproducts . But at
3M

Co.
,

ChiefExecutive George
Buckley is rallyinghisteam to make
cheaperrespiratormasks.

It' s part of a strategy for
innovating in a weakeconomy at the
maker of ScotchTape ,

Post-it
Notes andsandpaper .

In
addition

,

theCEO is underpressure to cut
costs . Soratherthanpush a few
grandiose invention

,

Mr . Buckley
is askingstaffers to improve
productswithtweaksandsnips.

Findinnovations "

at
the

bottom of thepyramid ,

" hesays.
Manypeople " ask

,

' Whatcan I

add?'Sometimesyouhave to ask
,

' Whatcan I takeaway?' "

Theson
of

a Sheffield
,

England
,

steelworker
,

Mr . Buckley
worked in a factoryas a teenager
beforegetting a Ph.D . in

engineering . In 2005
,

hewastheCEO of

boat-makerBrunswickCorp.
when3Mpickedhim to replace
starCEOJamesMcNerney ,

who
hadleftforBoeingCo.

Mr
. Buckley trimmedR&D

spending8%% lastyear to $L29
billionbutkept it steadyas a

percentage of revenue at 5.6%% . In
an

interview
,

hedescribedhowhe
motivatesemployees to

innovate.
Excerpts :

WSJ : YoutrimmedR&D
spending

,

butdidn' t slash it
. Why?

Mr
. Buckley : If youdon' t

invest in thefuture
,

thereisn'
t

going to beone . A lotof thestuffwe
spendonmaynotdeliver a

product fortwo or threeyears .
There

maybenoreturn.

Butthe alternativenot

doingisworse.

WSJ : YoupushedR&Dstaff to

comeupwithinnovations that
reduceproducts' costs . Canyougive
anexample?

Mr . Buckley : Our
ultra-lowcost respirator mask . That
product willcome to market in

a

month or so .
It wasbasically

started
, developedandreleased

duringrecessionarytimes.
I didn'

t drivetheinvention of

this
,

but I saidtheinvention of

this is necessary . Youhave to

driveoutcosts to defendyourself
againstcompetition.

Thepeople in ouroccupational
healthbusiness weren' t

particularlyenamored
[

of
theidea

]

. They
said

,

" Wehave a lotof thingson
ourplate

, George. "

I wantedthemanufacturing

WSJ : Whereelsedidyouscale
back in order to shelterR&D?

Mr. Buckley : Salespeople ,

and
in somecasesadvertisingand
merchandising.

3Mstartedselling thlsstethoscope
withBluetooth In 2009

process thatmade these
respirators

[

to have
]

a quadrupling in

speedandefficiency .
I basically

drove themcrazy in myrelentless
pursuit.

WSJ : Whatwasnewabout the
mask?

Mr
. Buckley :

It wasfinding
ways to simplifyhowyoumake
the lowest-cost high-performance
respiratorpossible .

Weoftenthink
innovationis making a

breakthrough at thetop of
thepyramid.

That' s oftennotwherethe
hardestchallenges are

.
The

hardest challenges areoften
: Howdo I

make a breakthrough fornextto

nothing?

WSJ : Howdoyougetyour
R&D teamexcitedabout this?

Mr. Buckley : Whenwefirst
talkedaboutgoingafter thisstuff

at thebottom of
thepyramid,

a

lot of them feltwhatwas
interestingwaswhatwas at

thetop.
Thesepeopleareturnedonby

thingsthatareintellectually
challenging .

[

Wehad to

]

convine

2009

112, 3 ,1 BILLION

2008

$25.3BILUON

Annualsales

themtheintellectualchallenge is

making a realinnovation that
costsnext to nothing.

Initially it washardforthem
to buyfinto . Butoncetheybought
hito it theysaid

,

" Youknowwhat?
Welike it . Yougetvolume

,

weget
expansion . What' s not to like? "

WSJ : Howdoyoumotívate
employees to workonprojects
thataren' t seenassexy?

Mr
. Buckley : I remembermy

meetingwithChrisHolmes
[

who
heads3M' s abrasivesbusiness

]

. I

hadbeen in thecompany maybe a

month . During a business review I

said
,

" Tellmewhat is goingon in

abrasives . What innovationsare
wedoing? "

Chrissaidweweredoingthis
andthat

,

butabrasives
[

were
]

not
considered sexy . I said

,

" Whynot?
I thinkabrasivesaresexy . Why
can' t abrasivesbesexy? "

I think it'
s thosesimple

comments to people whohavebeen
convincedover a period of years
thattheyareunimportant .

Chris
wasutterly inspiredbythat.

A look at 3M

GeorgeBuckley
? Age : 63
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steelworker in
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anavidManchester

United fan

Snapshotof
theCEO

WSJ :
Howelsedoyougetyour

people to
becreative?

Mr. Buckley : Everybody wants
to findouthow to

cancreativity.
Youcan' t . Creativitycomesfrom
freedom

,

notcontrol . Weletall
thepeople in theR&Dconummity
spend15%% of

theirtime
researching

whatevertheylike.

WSJ
:

Howoftendoyougo to

the labs?
Mr . Bucldey : It'

s dangerous
when I goover. I' m told

,

" Every
timeGeorgegoesover to thelabs
hegets a

newidea for a new
product.

"

I probablygoonceevery
twoweeks.

WSJ :
Howdoyouknow to tell

people to
inventsomethingnow

ratherthanfiveyearsfromnow?
Mr

. Buckley : Howdoesthat
occur to

me?
I

don' t wantyou to

makecomparisonshere
,

but
[

this
is

]

likeaskingBeethoven howhe
composed hismusic.

I don' t knowbecause it isn' t
a

process .

[

The
quality-improvement process ]

SixSigma' s worked
wonderfully in

ourfactories
,

but
wetried it

in ourlabsand it

doesn' t
work . It' s obviouswhy.

Thecreativeprocess ,

whether it is

withme or anybody else
,

is a

discontinuous process . Youcan' t say
if I putmoremoney in it

I am
going to getmoreout.

WSJ :
What' s youreconomic

outlook?

Mr. Bucldey : Someparts of the
economyarestillverydepressed
andwillbedepressed forquite a

while to
come

. I amavoiding
defming

" quite a while. " Thisyear
certainly in

theU.S
.

is going to beslow
growth.
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