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I n f o rm a t i o n g l u t i s
t h e h a l l m a rk o f t o d ay’s
b u s i n e s s w o rl d , but 
i n m o s t c a s e s t h e right 
i n f o rm a t i o n i s ex c e e d i n gly 
d i f f i c u l t t o f i n d .
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A
mid the masses of data stored and
d i s p l ayed by the typical en terpri s e
s ys tem , it is of ten a tedious proce s s

to find the work orders that su pport a
c u s tom er order, the impact of a late
del ivery or machine bre a k down , or ju s t
wh i ch activi ty is most likely to cause late
s h i pm ents and custom er dissati s f acti on .

This probl em has ex i s ted since the
d awn of m a nu f actu ring inform a ti on
s ys tems and has on ly go t ten worse as
s ys tems have become more com preh en-
s ive ,m ore integra ted , and more com p l ex .
The data is there . The sys tem has done all
the coord i n a ti on and calculati on nece s-
s a ry to help us iden tify and manage all
these things toget h er. It’s just not easy to
find specific inform a ti on in a con tex t
that answers the basic qu e s ti ons we face
every day: Wh en wi ll this custom er order
ship? What should I be working on nex t ?
What order / re s o u rce is most likely to
cause a probl em? How can I iden tify and
prevent del ays before they happen ?

The batch dilemma

TH EF I R S TU S EO F m a terial requ i re-
m en t s planning (MRP) was a real bre a k-
t h ro u gh . The basic ide a , i den tify wh a t
you wi ll need and wh en you wi ll need it,
is bri lliant in its simplicity and uti l i ty.
But MRP is run in a batch proce s s , of ten
at of fh o u rs , su ch as on wee ken d s . It can
t a ke days to work thro u gh the plan and
re act to the sys tem’s recom m en d a ti on s .
Me a nwh i l e ,t h i n gs ch a n ge and the data
become less and less valid as the plan
loses to u ch with the current situ a ti on .

In the early days of M R P, it was not
u n com m on for the planning run gen era-
ti on to take 20 hours or more to com p l ete .
Si n ce most other activi ty must be
su s pen ded du ring the MRP calculati on s ,

the planning run was rel ega ted to a on ce -
per- wee k , wee ken d - on ly activi ty, at be s t .
Nevert h el e s s , we were gl ad to have it
because it was a hu ge improvem ent over
the manu a l , order poi n t - ori en ted sys tem s
that preceded com p uteri zed planning.

It soon became clear that MRP
gen era tes a lot of data—and a lot of
recom m en d a ti on s . Sorting thro u gh all
of these could take days . Me a nwh i l e ,n ew
orders came in, produ cti on disru pti on s
ch a n ged actual lead ti m e s , and ven dor
recei pts were late or incorrect .

As com p uters got faster, it bec a m e
po s s i ble in many cases to exec ute the
planning run overn i gh t . Ma ny com p a-
nies saw this as a soluti on to the infor-
m a ti on overl oad probl em . If the interva l
bet ween runs is shorter, t h ere should be
fewer ch a n ges to deal wi t h . This cert a i n ly
h el ped , but the probl em rem a i n ed — i t
was just divi ded up into small er bi te s .

Most planners fall into a pattern of
revi ewi n ga n d acti n g on M R Precom m en-
d a ti on s pri m a ri ly according to the natu re
of the message . Th ey handle the lon g
ex ped i te messages firs t , for ex a m p l e ,t h en
deal with the release recom m en d a ti on s ,
fo ll owed by short ex ped i te s ,c a n cell a ti on s ,
a n d ,i f t h ere’s ti m e , the defer message s .
S ti ll , the item - by - i tem ori en t a ti on of t h e
MRP process and its reports and recom-
m en d a ti ons make it difficult to know the
i m p act of taking (or not taking) the
recom m en ded acti on s . It’s easy to ex ped i te
p a rts to rep l enish shel fs tock while other
p a rts needed to ship a custom er order this
wee km ay n o t get t h e pri ori ty t h eyde s erve .

O n ce aga i n , it seem ed that tech n o l ogy
would help us re s o lve these difficulti e s .
Adva n ces in com p uter speed and capac i ty,
co u p l ed with the app l i c a ti on of s oph i s ti-
c a ted calculati on tech n i ques borrowed

f rom other d i s c i p l i n e s , en a bl ed us to rely
on the com p uter to make more ju d g-
m en t a l dec i s i ons for u s . Adva n ced plan-
ning sys tems (APS) el ectron i c a lly app ly
opti m i z a ti on and other tech n i ques to
h a n dle trade - of fs bet ween cost and ben e-
f i t s , and it’s at this point that we should be
a s k i n g qu e s ti on s .Q u e s ti ons like s h o u l dwe
ex ped i te t h i sp a rt tom a ke the produ ct s h i p
d a te ? Or,wh i ch j ob s equ en ce give st h e“be s t”
retu rn , according to a given set of c ri teri a ?

APS planning is also fast. It bro u gh t
us the abi l i ty to gen era te a plan in
s econds or minute s , and the re su l t a n t
de s i re to do just that. With tod ay ’s
adva n ced planning en gi n e s , we can
com p l etely regen era te the plan wh en ever
a new custom er order comes in, a
m achine stops unex pectedly, a com po-
n ent doe s n’t arrive on sch edu l e , or a
m a n a ger dec i des to ch a n ge pri ori ti e s .
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■ As computer systems have

become more comprehensive,
integrated, and complex, finding
the data needed to make the
i m p o rt a n td e c i s i o n sh a sb e c o m e
more and more difficult.

■ Advanced planning systems
(APS) have evolved into fast and
s o p h i s t i c a t e dt o o l s ,b u tt h ey a l s o
enable plans to be constantly
regenerated, which introduces a
new set of problems.
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on the activities that are most
likely to cause a delay.
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But the frequ ent replanning has c a u s ed
a whole new set of probl em s .While things
m i ght look bet ter in the front of f i ce —
t h ere’s an opti m i zed plan in place that’s as
f resh as the last inqu i ry — i t’s total ch a o s
in the plant. The constant ch a n ges to plans
and pri ori ties wh i p s aw the produ cti on
re s o u rces causing frequ ent setu p s , rework ,
i n ef f i c i en c y, and qu a l i ty probl em s .

As a re su l t ,m a ny users of fast sch ed-
u l ers and adva n ced planning sys tems 
a re now re s tri cting their use and on ly
regen era ting the plan on ce per day —
b ack to the batch thinking that we were
trying to move beyon d . Planning isn’t
re a lly the probl em . We have a wh o l e
ra n ge of plan-ning soluti ons to fit every
n eed and situ a ti on . The probl em is on
the exec uti on side .

Revving up execution

CU R R E N T P LA N N I N G LOG I C

provi des a com preh en s ive list of wh a t
must happen in order to com p l ete
c u s tom er orders on ti m e , m i n i m i ze
i nven tory, and opera te ef f i c i en t ly. In an
i deal situ a ti on ,t h i n gs wi ll happen just as
t h ey are planned — m a terials and
com pon ents wi ll arrive on ti m e , t h ere
wi ll be no unex pected scrap or unu s a bl e
p a rt s , produ cti on activi ties wi ll proceed
as ex pected , and custom ers wi ll never
ch a n ge their orders after they ’re boo ked .

This whole con cept of planning (and
adva n ced planning), h owever, s tops short
of providing mu ch help on the exec uti on
s i de . Wh a tever the planning met h od or
f requ en c y, the proc u rem ent and produ c-
ti on dep a rtm ents are left with instru c-
ti ons on what to do to su pport the overa ll
p l a n — but not mu ch in the way of

con tex t . In other word s , wh i ch spec i f i c
acti ons wi ll affect wh i ch specific custom er
s h i pm ents? Plans are devel oped item by
i tem . Tracing the impact of an acti on or a
ch a n ge — su ch as a late recei pt or qu a l i ty
probl em — i s probl em a tic.S t a rti n ga t ei t h er
the top (custom er order) or the bo t tom
( raw material) or any wh ere in bet ween ,
tracing demand invo lves pegging thro u gh
the bi ll of m a terial one level at a time and
m a tch i n g requ i red qu a n ti ties and dates to
find the next level (com pon ent or
p a rent i tem ) . The deeper the bi ll
of m a terial and the more prod-
u cts that use com m on com po-
n ents or assem bl i e s , the more
d i f f i -c u l ti ti s to s ort i ta ll o ut a n d
get t h e requ i red a n s wers . Som e
m a terials dep a rtm ents s pen d
n e a rly a ll of t h ei r ti m e
s l oggi n g t h eir way
t h ro u gh this mass of
det a i l ed data.

The infor-
m a ti on we
n eed is alre ady
i n the sys tem
s om ewh ere and the
probl em is trying to
get it out wh en we
n eed it. We should there-
fore be looking for tools to
h elp access the inform a ti on , ra t h er
than trying to ch a n ge the inform a ti on
i t s el f . An adva n t a ge of this approach is
that it work s equ a lly well with trad i ti on a l
MRP as wi t h the newer adva n ced plan-
ning sys tem s .

A normal MRP report wi ll show all
i tem s / orders to be rel e a s ed , ex ped i ted ,
deferred , or cancell ed . The planning

process has correct ly iden ti f i ed all the
acti ons needed to meet the requ i rem en t s .
All standard MRP reports and inqu i ri e s ,
h owever, a re item ori en ted . This is so
because the en ti re MRP process and logi c
a re item ori en ted . Th ere’s nothing inher-
en t ly wron g wi t ht h i s , but i tm a ke s retri eva l
ofa ll t h ei n form a ti onrel a tive to ac u s tom er
order, for example,an arduous process.

Now, l et’s access this MRP inform a-
ti on but bring it toget h er according to
the custom er order. In clu de all inven tory,
open orders ,p l a n n ed orders , and firm

p l a n n ed orders that wi ll su pport this
c u s tom er ’s requ i rem en t , down

t h ro u gh all levels of the bi ll .
Co ll ect this inform a ti on into a

working file and provi de
reports and inqu i ries that

s h ow all the recom-
m en ded acti ons for

a ny items or orders
no matter wh ere
t h ey happen to f a ll

within the produ ct
s tru ctu re . I call this

a pproach re a l i ty - b a s ed
pri ori ty managem en t

( R P M ) . The nice thing
a bo ut RPM sof t w a re is that it

can be wri t ten to t a lly out s i de of t h e
ex i s ting ERP sys tem and is therefore
i m mune to sys tem upgrades and vers i on
con cerns unless there is a ch a n ge in the
database stru ctu re .

This is not hard peggi n g, in wh i ch
order iden ti f i c a ti on is imbed ded wi t h i n
e ach dem a n d , work order, and planned
order. Ha rd pegging is h i gh ly re s tri ctive —
it prevents flex i bi l i ty—and is on ly usef u l
in spec i a l i zed situ a ti ons su ch as govern-
m ent con tracting wh ere the custom er
m i ght actu a lly own parts and work in
process (W I P ) . Si n ce RPM pegging is
accom p l i s h ed com p l etely out s i de the ERP
envi ron m en t , the hard rel a ti onship links
exist on ly for the ben efit of the reports and
s c reens used to exec ute the plan. Wh en
the plan is regen era ted , the sys tem has
com p l ete discreti on to replan accord i n g
to its own logic and the su pp ly - dem a n d
equ a ti on . An o t h er RPM ex tracti on and
c a l c u l a ti on re adies the work file for the
n ext round of exec uti on dec i s i on s .

Most planners fall into a pattern
o f r ev i ewing and acting o n M R P
recommendations primarily
according to the nature of the
m e s s a g e .
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A n t i c i p a t i o n

TH E BA S I S O F T H E t h eory of
con s traints is to iden tify the con s tra i n i n g
re s o u rce , or bo t t l en eck , and build yo u r
plan and con trol around that bo t t l en eck ,
maximizing overa ll thro u gh p ut . Th e
RPM inform a ti on retri eval approach
borrows from this idea by focusing on
the activi ties that are most cri ti c a l — t h e
ones most likely to cause a del ay. With its
c u s tom er order ori en t a ti on , it becom e s
easy to see wh i ch activi ties pose the

h i ghest risk to on - time com p l eti on of
the custom er order. Ma n a gers can use
this inform a ti on to pro - actively ad d re s s
these work orders ,p u rch a s e s , or re s o u rce
i s su e s . It also makes it easy to iden ti f y
wh i ch activi ties direct ly su pport
c u s tom er requ i rem ents and wh i ch are in
the plan simply to rep l enish inven tory or
m eet safety stock requ i rem en t s . Wh i l e
rep l en i s h m ent is an important obj ective ,
it should alw ays take a back seat to sati s-
f ying custom er dem a n d s .

This new approach makes ef fective
use of the data and inform a ti on that
a l re ady exist within the en terpri s e
s ys tem . It doe s n’t ch a n ge or affect the
ex i s ting sys tem in any way, and it’s not a
s of t w a re mod i f i c a ti on that might affect
su pport co s t s . It gives managers an
exec uti on tool to gre a t ly improve on -
time shipm ent perform a n ce and maxi-
m i ze the ef fective use of re s o u rce s ,
a pp lying them wh ere they can do the
most good . u
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