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Back on
track

In Schorndorf, a suburb of Stuttgart, Germany, one of the typical 

“hidden champions” of the German industry has its headquar-

ters: Oskar Frech GmbH. This family-owned business with 850 

employees is one of the world’s leading suppliers of die-casting 

technologies. Their hot-chamber and cold-chamber machines 

are in high demand – both in the automotive industry and in the 

manufacturing sector.

Seen from the outside, everything appeared to be in good shape 

at Frech over the past several years, and orders were coming in 

steadily. But behind the scenes there were a few challenges.

The mid-sized company had been too set in its ways, and dis-

satisfaction with existing processes was growing greater. So in 

2016, Frech decided to hit the reset button.

„We needed a fresh start in both production 
and in the entire order-management process.“

Dr. Tim Nikolaou, COO, Oskar Frech GmbH
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In early 2016, Dr. Tim Nikolaou, COO at Oskar Frech GmbH, 

turned to Staufen for support. The problems that are common-

place among machine manufacturers – long lead times, trying to 

find the necessary parts for production, lines building up in front 

of the painting machines, rework due to errors – needed to be-

come a thing of the past at Frech. They wanted to take advantage 

of the good state of the economy and continue optimizing their 

value chain.

STARTING
POINT

„Of course, we also looked toward the future 
and saw that we had to take the dynamic 
market into account and think about the 
constant increase in client specifications. 
And speed is very clearly a competitive
advantage.“
Dr. Tim Nikolaou, COO, Oskar Frech GmbH
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THE 
APPROACH

„The paced assembly line is in the hands of 
the employees, not of project management.“
Dr. Ing. Timo Stock, head of materials management and order processing center
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Figuring out how to gain speed throughout the entire lead time – 

all the way from the order to the delivery and everything in 

between – was not something that was decided behind closed 

doors in a Frech conference room. Instead, the entire staff dis-

cussed the matter together. With consultation and guidance from 

Staufen, Frech employees and managers analyzed their existing 

processes, identified the activities which did not contribute to the 

value chain, and worked out improvement potential in procedures. 

Their workshop-oriented assembly system thus turned into a 

process-oriented paced assembly line. 

Assembly as the pacemaker for upstream 

processes

Production was reconfigured in such a way that an entire machine 

could be manufactured every three days. The assembly line dic-

tated the pace, and upstream processes were perfectly integrated 

into the line. To make this happen, Frech reduced interfaces: or-

der processing, planning and monitoring as well as purchasing and 

logistics were all regrouped and restructured into a single order 

processing center. It was a major transition for the employees of 

these departments. 

And it worked, too, since “almost every decision in the course of 

restructuring the value system was made jointly with the project 

team and the employees involved,” explained Dr. Ing. Timo Stock, 

head of materials management and order processing center.
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SHOPFLOOR 
MANAGEMENT
CREATES
TRANSPARENCY
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Thanks to shopfloor management, the status of order processing 

and assembly is visible to everyone at a glance. If there are delays 

at any given point, everyone knows what effects that will have 

both upstream and downstream.

Immediate actions to resolve problems can be initiated directly. 

And at the same time, the root cause of the problem can be 

clearly identified and long-term corrective measures can be 

implemented.
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RESULTS

It has been a year since the project began, and initial successes 

are already apparent.  “We succeeded in lowering lead times by 

40% in order management and by 30% in assembly. Not only 

that, process improvements yielded a significant upturn in qual-

ity and also lowered costs,” as CEO Nikolaou said with a smile. 

Employees are tangibly more motivated nowadays. “People’s 

understanding of the big picture has changed throughout the 

company. The employees can implement their ideas more 

effectively now, can question processes and take action more 

independently. We can feel a definite shift in the company 

culture.”

What can other machine manufacturers learn from the Lean 

transformation at Frech?

„Lean is possible in every area, even in a very
traditionally structured family business with its own 

well-established culture.“
Dr. Ing. Timo Stock, head of materials management and order processing center
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INTERVIEW

Bernd
Entenmann 
Foreman and segment manager  
Warm-chamber machines

What were your feelings going into this project?
At first, I had the same thought all of my colleagues did: we would 

have to work harder and faster. Producing a machine every three 

days sounded like much more pressure. 

How were you prepared for these transitions?
Everything was brand new to us. This was why Staufen trained us 

for a week so we could see what paced assembly was all about. 

Our worries quickly turned out to be unfounded, and once the 

line was running, we knew things would run better and more 

easily than before.

What changed for you as an employee?
Things are less hectic for the employees now. There aren’t any 

more interruptions: everyone has their tools and their well- 

designed workspace. Everything they need is right at hand.

How would you describe the results?
We have clearly gained greater quality. Our delivery dates are 

reliable, which puts us ahead of the competition. But we also 

have higher employee satisfaction.  And as for me, I feel like I was 

born again. 

Bernd Entenmann, foreman and segment manager, warm-chamber machines
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INSIDE EVERY COMPANY
THERE IS AN EVEN BETTER ONE.


