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Mexico and Brazil are the Latin American leaders in the automotive industry.
Mexico is a unique model because of its close economic integration with the
United States and its free trade agreements with the European Union. It gen-
erates about 2 million vehicles annually making it the world’s ninth largest
automotive producer (Intelamex Inc., 2001). Automotive products are
Mexico’s largest export, and the automotive sector is Mexico’s largest
employer. Ford Motor Company began investments in Mexico in the 1920s for
assembly of car kits imported from the United States. In the 1980s, production
sites in Mexico’s northern states, such as Sonora and Chihuahua, became more
attractive as integration with the U.S. industry occurred along with geographi-
cal decentralization of the industry. Moreover, the introduction of Japanese
management practices in some plants fostered horizontal decision making,
teamwork, and a reduction in top-down leadership. Previously, the organiza-
tion of work had followed the Taylor-Fordist model with compartmentalized
work, hierarchical decision patterns, and autocratic leadership.

The government of the state of Sonora, which lies just to the south and
shares a common border with the U.S. state of Arizona, offered Ford execu-
tives an attractive series of financial and physical incentives to locate a new
large-scale stamping and assembly plant (HSA) in its capital city of
Hermosillo (a 3-hour drive south from the border city of Nogales, Arizona).
Other incentives included Hermosillo’s well-educated workforce (average
schooling of 8 years), its extensive higher education infrastructure, and its
proximity to land and sea transportation (at the port of Guayamas, a 11/2-
hour drive south from Hermosillo) that could readily bring supplies from
Japan and deliver cars to dealers in the United States. Moreover, other factors
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included workers’ lower wages than in the United States coupled their lack of
experience with industrial conflict because the Confederation of Mexican
Workers union had close ties to government and a cooperative attitude
toward management. It embraced lean production techniques such as rota-
tion, multitasking, work teams, and the elimination of seniority-based and
restrictive job classifications.

In 1985, Ford began its experiment in Sonora in partnership with Mazda
of Japan to develop a high-tech strategy that became part of a highly inte-
grated international production system with the purpose of achieving the
most advanced global standards in auto quality and productivity (Shaiken,
1994). HSA was to be a learning laboratory for Ford’s global operations while
the partnership with Mazda was the avenue for learning about the lean pro-
duction manufacturing system. In its formative years, the new plant helped to
spur the regional economy that previously had been agriculturally focused. In
a highly acclaimed study (Womack, Jones, & Roos, 1991), HSA

had the best assembly-plant quality in the entire volume plant sample,
better than that of the best Japanese plants and the best North
American transplants . . . also surprisingly efficient, particularly given
its modest level of automation. (p. 87)

Originally trained in both Mexico, Japan, and Spain by predominantly
Japanese-Mazda experts in lean production to assemble Japanese-designed
vehicles, HSA’s carefully taught and highly skilled workers geared up at the turn
of the century to learn, in-house, to continually improve the Ford Production
System (FPS), an adapted lean system, under the direction of highly experi-
enced Mexican managers who trained at Ford —U.S. Furthermore, European-
designed vehicles (the Focus) began to be stamped and assembled at HSA. In
2000, auto analysts continued to highly regard HSA in a report: “Hermosillo
Puts Together a First Class Performance Package” (Harbour and Associates,
2000). Such accolades are particularly impressive because Ford’s overall produc-
tivity and quality was falling behind General Motors, DaimlerChrysler, and
Toyota, Furthermore, by late 2002, following Ford’s painstaking, internal audit
of its plants, HSA ranked Number One in Ford Production System (FPS) rat-
ings in Ford’s North American plants (Olavarrieta, 2003).

CROSS-CULTURAL COLLABORATION

The creation of the plant’s original, innovative organizational culture
was a highly complex process that integrated the disparate influences of
(a) Japanese managers and technicians and their lean sociotechnical pro-
duction system incorporating both just-in-time (JIT) and total quality
management (TQM), (b) U.S. managers and their traditional Fordist pro-
duction legacy, and (c) a relatively young Mexican workforce inexperi-
enced in automobile assembly and a unique human resource management
system. Cultural innovation is difficult to achieve because managers have







