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Changes in the Competitiveness Base of
Manufacturing Industries

Is there a future for factory floor technology?

Senior Economist Hidetaka Yoneyama

CONTENTS Introduction
Concept and Positioning of Factory Floor Technology

Changes in the Manufacturing Environment and the Implications for Factory Floor
Technology
Future Issues for the Manufacturing Sector

1. The existence of factory floor technology has hitherto been regarded as one of the strengths of
SUMMARY Japanese manufacturing. In recent years, however, the rapid shift to offshore production and
advances in information technology have created a situation in which factory floor technology
could either disappear or become less important as a competitiveness factor. In this paper we
will attempt to clarify the current situation through interviews with manufacturers’
representatives.

2. At present the shift to offshore production has not had a significant impact in terms of the
disappearance of factory floor technology within Japan. Even companies that produce a large
percentage of their output offshore still retain the preparatory stages of production, including
product prototype development, tool-making and other aspects of mass-production prototype
development, in Japan. Looking to the future, however, it is logical to assume that factory floor
technology will accumulate at the actual points of production, and in this sense there is a real
concern about the possible “hollowing-out” of factory floor technology .

3. As far as the effects of advances in information technology (IT) are concerned, it is clear that
the use of CAD/CAM and CALS is starting to take the place of factory floor technology. At
present, however, there are still aspects that cannot be replaced by information technology. Even
s0, the systemization of production technology through the application of IT is rapidly reducing
the significance of factory floor technology in some areas.

4. In the future it is possible that advances in information technology will lead to the displacement
of many aspects of factory floor technology through systemization and standardization.
Moreover, those aspects of know-how that cannot be replaced by information technology are
likely to accumulate at the actual point of production. From the viewpoint of Japanese
manufacturing, this means that there will be a rapid decline in the significance of factory floor
technology as a competitive base. In order to adapt to this situation, Japanese manufacturers will
need to develop element technologies with the potential to become an important source of
competitiveness.

This research is based on the results of work carried out jointly with the Kokumin Keizai Research Institute. Participants: Hidetaka Yoneyama, Senior Economist,
Fujitsu Research Institute (overview), Yutaka Honkawa, Senior Researcher and Yasuo Suehiro, Guest Researcher, Kokumin Keizai Research Institute.
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