
 CHANGE & INNOVATION 
BMW's DREAM FACTORY

 In 1959, BMW was in a financial hole as deep as the one General Motors and Ford have 
occupied in recent years (Edmunson, 2006).  During the 1950's, the company misjudged the 
consumer market, and customers shunned two new models---one too big and pricey even for the 
luxury market, the other a two-seater too small and impractical for the sporty crowd.  BMW 
almost went bankrupt and came close to being acquired by Mercedes.  A wealthy shareholder 
stepped in and, with concessions from the unions, bailed the company out.  The memory of this 
close call is part of BMW's lore:  "Near death experiences are healthy for companies.  BMW has 
been running scared for years" (p.4).  The near-death story is continually retold and is one of the 
first things newcomers learn.
 Old ways are particularly vulnerable in times of crisis.  BMW shucked off its top-down 
mentality in 1959 and took on a new mind-set to guard against making the same mistake twice.  
A visit to BMW's Leipzig plant shows how far the company has come.  The plant's modern, 
artsy, open-air feeling reflects the company's cultural values and demonstrates its commitment to 
breaking down barriers among workers, designers, engineers, and managers.  Openness 
encourages chance encounters and a freewheeling exchange of ideas.  People "meet simply 
because their paths cross naturally.  And they say 'Ah, glad I ran into you, I have an 
idea'" (Edmunson, 2006, p.1).
 At BMW, the bedrock value is innovation:
 Just about everyone working for the Bavarian automaker---from the
 factory floor to the design studios to the marketing department---is
 encouraged to speak out.  Ideas bubble up freely, and there is never
 a penalty for proposing a new way of doing things, no matter how 
 outlandish.  Much of BMW's success stems from an entrepreneurial
 culture that's rare in corporate Germany, where management is vast.
 BMW's 100,000 employees have become a nimble network of true
 believers with few barriers to hinder innovation [Edmunson, 2006,
 pp.1-2].
 



Commitment to its workers is another value of BMW.  Getting a job is not easy at a company 
that fields two hundred thousand applications annually.  Those who pass initial screening have to 
survive intense interviews and a day of working in teams.  The goal:  to screen out those who 
don't fit.  The lucky few who are hired are thrown in the deep end of the pool, forced to rely on 
colleagues to learn the ropes.  But once part of the BMW workforce, workers have unparalleled 
job security.  Layoffs, a common occurrence at places like Ford and GM, don't happen at BMW.  
The company is loyal to its employees, and they respond in kind.
 From the start, workers are indoctrinated into the BMW Way.  They are steeped "with a 
sense of place, history and mission.  Individuals from all strata of the corporation work elbow-to-
elbow, creating informal networks where they can hatch even the most unorthodox ideas for 
making better Bimmers or boosting profits.  The average BMW buyer may not know it, but he is 
driving a machine born of thousands of important brain-storming sessions.  BMW, in fact, may 
be the chattiest company ever" (Edmunson, 2006, p. 2).
 Rituals are a way of life at BMW---building bonds among diverse groups, connecting 
employees' hearts with the company's soul, and pooling far-flung ideas for better products.  After 
BMW acquired Rolls-Royce, an assemblage of designers, engineers, marketers, and line workers 
was thrown together to redesign Rolls's signature Phantom.  The result was a super-luxurious 
best-seller.  When management decided to drop the Z3, a designer persuaded some other 
designers and engineers to join him in an "off the books, skunk-works" effort.  The outcome of 
their collective endeavor:  the successful Z4 sports car.
 The flexibility of BMW's manufacturing process allows buyers to select engine types, 
interior configuration, and trim, customizing almost every key feature.  They can change their 
minds up to five hours before the vehicle is assembled---and do.  The assembly line logs 170,000 
alterations a month.  This level of personal attention lets assemblers visualize who the driver 
might be.  Making an identical car only every nine months creates a sense of personal touch and 
creativity.  That's the prime reason why work at BMW has meaning beyond a paycheck.  
Everyone's efforts are aimed at building a distinctive automobile that an owner will be proud to 
drive.
 The vitality and cohesiveness of the idea-driven BMW culture is reflected in the 
company's bottom line.  From its nadir in the 1950's, BMW has grown past Mercedes to become 
the world's largest premium carmaker (Vella, 2006).  But that growth may also be its biggest 
vulnerability.  "Losing its culture to sheer size is a major risk" (Edmunson, 2006, p. 3).  The 
challenge is to keep nurturing recollections of 1959 as a defense against complacency.  

 


