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Skill Systems at Shop Floors and Workers’ Careers at Pilot Plants
Katsuji TSUJIP

Abstract: Japanese manufacturing plants are hurriedly restructuring production systems and
work organizations. In this context, this paper discusses so-called “pilot plants.” Pilot plants
manufacture trial products ordered from departments in charge of developing new products, and
are responsible for establishing the best methods of mass production. The established produc-
tion methods and know-how are transferred to subsidiaries and/or related mass production
plants. In this paper, pilot plants are discussed in terms of skill systems at shop floors. Shop
floors, work units of plants, consist of the following three elements: workers, means of work, and
work products. By focusing on the skill systems at shop floors, we can determine the mutual
relations among these three elements. Skill systems cannot be explained in terms of the simple
sum of individual worker’s skills; the structures and characteristics of the systems originate
from shop floors as a whole. Earlier studies in the area of skill systems have been limited to
mass production sectors like the auto industry and electric industry, and most have focused on
individual skills. Furthermore, the shops analyzed in those studies are commonly structured to
prevent unusual situations that bring about mass confusion on the mass production lines. We
call them “shops preparing for unusual situations.” The pilot plant shops to be discussed in this
paper are totally different from them; their tasks are always urgent and unusual. We call them
“shops ready for urgent problems.” In the following discussion, we make three conclusions: (1) on
the individual level, workers have acquired so-called “manual skills” (skills in manual jobs) and
“mechatro skills” (skills in dealing with computerized machines), (2) they have acquired these
skills by working in their shops for many years, being given on-the job-training, and (3) shop
floor workers, who possess various different skills that are mutually related can be seen as “col-

lectively skilled workers.”

Keywords: Shop preparing for unusual situation, Collectively skilled worker, Skill map,

Pilot plant, Skill systems at shop floors
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