
A Comprehensive 
Learning and Development
Infrastructure Linked to
Corporate Goals

Bimba Manufacturing Company is a
leading manufacturer of an extensive line
of air cylinders, rotary actuators, linear
thrusters, rodless cylinders, flow controls,
and position-sensing cylinders_products
used in machinery and automation in many
industries. The company was built on
Charles Bimba's invention of an inexpen-
sive, replaceable, stainless-steel-body
cylinder in 1957. Bimba operates five manu-
facturing plants located in the U.S. and in
the United Kingdom, has 150 distributors,
and is an ISO 9001-certified company. For
many years, the company has set the bench-
mark in delivery through continuous
application of state-of-the-art manufac-
turing planning systems, inventory
commitment, and just-in-time methodolo-
gies. Headquartered in Monee, Illinois,
Bimba employs 475 people, 400 of which are
in the Chicago area.

The Bimba family sold 90 percent of the
company stock to the employees in 1986
because the family "wanted them to reap the
benefits of their work." Because this estab-
lished a direct link between the interest of
the company and the interest of the
employees, everyone at the company believes
that it is critical for all employee/owners to
be motivated and qualified to perform in
their jobs and to understand the company's
finances, operations, and risks. To achieve
this, Bimba has developed a comprehensive
employee development system that,
according to President & CEO Patrick
Ormsby, has five critical components:

! A strategic plan with goals that are 
linked to learning and development

! A pay and promotion system that is 
based on performance

! Continual communication with 
employees 

! Incentives for employees to access high 
quality learning opportunities 

! Ongoing measurement to monitor and 
document impact and improve results

Linking BBusiness GGoals tto 
Performance aand DDevelopment

At Bimba, four levels of goals are linked
to employee learning and pay structures:
corporate goals set by executive staff;
departmental goals set by managers to meet
the corporate goals; behavioral goals,
designed to help "all of our employees work
better together" and to foster Bimba's corpo-
rate culture; and individual goals for each
employee's job and development. A corporate
goal, for example, of reducing the number of
units returned due to Bimba error by 10
percent in 2002 translates into a team
member's goal of learning how to track
processes so that poor quality is not passed
along and a department leader's goal of
learning how to regularly audit product
quality.

As internal consultant, Human
Resources plays a major role in this process,
especially at the departmental level. There,
HR staff assist supervisors and managers in
setting their departmental goals and in
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assessing their employees' learning and
development needs. This process, which
draws heavily on the feedback of hourly
employees, can take as long as six months.
But managers value the process because
they can see that the mutually agreed upon
training and development offerings are
designed to improve their department's per-
formance. HR staff are careful not to "drive"
the process because they believe that could
lead to conflict between training and opera-
tions.

The firm uses a new performance man-
agement system to link employee pay to the
performance of the company, teams, and
individuals. The new system, Striving for
Excellence Together (SET), has a compensa-
tion structure that includes base pay,
variable pay, retirement income, and other
flexible benefits. Since 1998, the firm has
placed more emphasis on its variable, lump
sum incentive, which depends on Bimba's
fiscal year performance and, for some
salaried employees, individual performance.

The performance review process pro-
vides the documentation that sets incentive
pay levels. In employee reviews, Bimba's
expectations for performance are clearly

defined in relation to company objectives,
department and/or team objectives, valued
behavior and attitude objectives, and the
employee's contribution to productivity, skill
attainment, and flexibility. A group of mid-
level managers agreed, "We have to spend a
lot of time translating goals and results to
employees because we are an employee-
owned company."

In these reviews, career paths for hourly
employees are made clear by mapping out
levels of job responsibilities with associated
pay rates, prerequisite skill levels, and ways
to access appropriate education and
training. The company emphasizes promo-
tion from within_nearly 50 percent of
managers have worked their way up through
the ranks.

In addition to developing new
employees, Bimba is looking for ways to
develop tenured hourly employees by
involving them in decision-making capaci-
ties generally reserved for supervisors and
managers. For example, tenured employees
are now instrumental in selecting new
machines. Five or six of these employees,
working as a team, visit vendors to inspect
the equipment, meet with company repre-
sentatives, evaluate how the machine can
contribute to company goals, and then
present their recommendations to man-
agers. Senior management has also created
new types of leadership positions to keep
tenured employees engaged and foster feel-
ings of greater ownership.

Leadership VVision 
and CCommitment

Bimba takes a holistic
approach to employee learning,
embedding it throughout the
culture and into every job with a
great deal of positive reinforce-
ment, including up to 10 percent
additional salary for participating
in learning activities. In order to
shape the company culture, the
CEO participates in new employee
orientations. "I try to create a
learning environment and to get

employees to think about themselves as life-
long learners," he said.

The CEO's top communication priorities
are for employees to learn 1) how the busi-
ness works, 2) the rationale behind
management decisions, and 3) what risks
the business faces. He considers communica-
tion with the workforce, especially about the 

28

"We bbelieve tthat tthe ssuccess 
of oour ccompany ddepends oon tthe 
quality aand ccapabilities oof oour eemployee-oowners. 
Therefore, oour ccommitment tto eeffective ttraining aand ddevelopment 
programs iis aan iimportant ppart oof oour sstrategic pplan. IIt iis aalso ppart oof oour
core vvalues aand bbeliefs.  AAdditionally, ssince BBimba iis aan eemployee-oowned
business, iinvestment iin tthe ddevelopment oof oour hhuman ccapital iis aan
investment iin oourselves. WWhile mmany ffactors aaffect tthe ssuccess 
of aa ccompany, oone ccommon aattribute oof tthe bbest ccompanies 
is aa wwell-ttrained wworkforce."

Patrick OOrmsby, PPresident aand
CEO, BBimba MManufacturing
Company



implications of employee ownership, as a 
strategic goal and "as the most important
role for senior managers."

Managers meet regularly, both formally
and informally, with employees to share
information about how their department is
progressing toward its goals and how the
employee's job is linked to company's goals.
Above all, one manager said, "We work to
convey the message: 'What can
we, as managers, do to help you in
your jobs?'" Managers believe that
the company has created "an open
environment, where people can
speak freely and talk about any
issues." As one said, "I don't mind
it when workers storm into my
office because they don't have the
right supplies or equipment. It
shows that they care about the
work they do. They want to do
their jobs well." 

Bimba offers formal and
informal learning through onsite
and offsite classroom training,
cross-training, mentoring, peer-
training, team-learning, self-
paced learning modules, one-on-one ses-
sions, videos, and its Visual Management
System.

Bimba's VVisual MManagement SSystem

Human Resources believes that commu-
nicating visually is effective for a number of
reasons: most adults are visual learners; dis-
playing critical information reinforces
formal training and provides just-in-time
learning; visual communication decreases
confusion and conflict by clearly spelling
things out; and prominent display helps
draw attention to critical information that
employees must have to participate actively
in decisions and ultimately "run the busi-
ness." 

Bimba's Visual Management System
includes:

! "Bimba Speak," a glossary of all termi-
nology and acronyms used throughout 
the company 

! Quality measures, which are posted 
weekly to stimulate discussions about 
what worked and what did not during 
that week

! Monthly newsletters that post the 
company's daily and monthly sales and 
profits

! Labels on all machines, equipment, and 
parts bins

! Process flow diagrams documented by 
employees and detailed process instruc-
tions that are posted throughout the 
plant 

! A Training Guide for manufacturing 
employees that serves as a roadmap and
tracking/certification system for on-the-
job training

! Work instructions
! All company policies, which are kept 

updated and available for employees 
! Minutes of key committee meetings,

which are posted on bulletin boards
! Highly detailed machine and process 

manuals that are easily accessed 
throughout the facility

Formal TTraining aand EEducation

Once departments have established
their yearly training requirements in the
goal-setting process, Human Resources
selects and brokers the best providers.
Maureen Fitzsimmons, Benefits and
Development Manager, explained the selec-
tion process.
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Eric KKuiper bbegan hhis eemployment 
at BBimba iin 11991 aas aa mmachinist.  SSince 11998, 

he hhas wworked aas aa PProcess TTechnician, aa ssenior-llevel 
machinist. EEric ssaid, ""I aabsolutely wwould nnot hhave bbeen aable tto ggo tto

college iif BBimba ddidn't hhave aa ttuition rreimbursement bbenefit." EEric hhas
used tthe ttuition rreimbursement bbenefit tto eearn aa CCertificate iin MMachining
from aa llocal CCommunity CCollege. EEric iis ggrateful tto BBimba ffor aaltering hhis
work sschedule sso tthat hhe ccould ggo tto ccollege. HHe ssaid tthat hhis ssupervisor
"bent oover bbackwards tto wwork iit oout." HHe iindicated tthe wwork eenvironment

is oone tthat iis vvery oopen aand eencourages eemployees tto llearn ffrom eeach
other. AAccording tto EEric, ""There's nno ssuch tthing aas aa sstupid qquestion 

at BBimba. WWhen mmistakes hhappen, wwe ttalk aabout tthem aand  llearn 
from tthem sso tthey ddon't hhappen aagain."  EEric rreports
that aat pprior jjobs hhe ddid nnot hhave aany aambition, bbut 

at BBimba hhe ffeels mmore rresponsible tto iincrease 
his sskill llevel sso tthat hhe ccan 

share iit wwith oothers.



"We are very passionate about training,
so we are very tough on instructors_espe-
cially instructors from the outside. We look
for educational vendors who have a reputa-
tion for excellence. We conduct interviews
with potential trainers, ask them to conduct
a short training program as part of the inter-
view process, review samples of their
training programs, and require documenta-
tion that measures the success of past
training programs_as measured by the
trainees. We are very interested in trainee
impression of trainers. We look for trainers
who take responsibility for the learning out-
comes of each trainee. We ask trainers to
lecture for less than 50 percent of the total
training time. We don't want our employees
to feel like they are back in school. We want
our employees actively engaged in the
learning process. We look for trainers who
acknowledge that trainees come into the
classroom with experience and information.
The trainer role is to affirm what they bring
into the training experience and to build
upon it."  

To develop and deliver courses, HR has
built strategic alliances with a number of
private training vendors, colleges and uni-
versities, especially Northern Illinois
University and Purdue University.

Bimba is most proud of its technical
training programs. Since approximately 50

percent of its sales come from custom orders,
sometimes for just one or two cylinders,
employees must be extremely well trained to
handle a range of complex variations in their
work, without the aid of automation. "We
have created a market niche with our ability
to manufacture customized products," said
one manager. (This customizing ability took
Bimba to the 1996 Summer Olympics, where
its rotary actuators controlled the nine
underwater cameras that filmed the syn-
chronized swimming, diving, and water polo
events).

The Basics and Fundamentals of
Machining program has evolved over five
years into a progression of training modules.
There are now five levels of technical
training:

! Level 1 (60 hrs): Blueprint reading, pre-
cision measurement, and shop math 
(required of all employees)

! Level 2 (60 hrs): Pre-machining: Bench 
work, drill press operations, geometry,

and more shop math
! Level 3 (30 hrs): Machining I:

Basics of drilling, tapping,
reaming, turning, and milling
! Level 4 (62 hrs): Machining II:

Improving Level 3 skills,
adding Advanced Precision 
Measurement skills
! Level 5 (40 hrs): Introduction to 

CNC machining with math and 
hands-on activities

These programs were the result
of the combined efforts of outside
training consultants from
Northern Illinois University and
Purdue University, in-house
training staff, manufacturing
management, and frontline manu-
facturing personnel. Human
Resources continually reviews this

program and analyzes test results and feed-
back from students and instructors. "We
read every single comment, conduct follow-
ups, and capture it all on spreadsheets," said
Fitzsimmons. The first Computer Numerical
Control (CNC) training program, for
example, "… initially was a disaster. We dis-
covered that people did not have the
necessary math skills. So we revised the30

Mary FFote bbegan hher 
employment aat BBimba iin 11981 
as tthe EExecutive SSecretary tto tthe PPresident. 
In hher jjob ssearch, MMary llooked ffor aan eemployer tthat 
offered aa ttuition rreimbursement pplan aas wwell aas iinternal ttraining
programs tto ffacilitate ggrowth iin hher pposition. MMary ppursued aa ddegree iin
Accounting,  aand aafter 99 yyears oof wworking oon hher ddegree ppart-ttime, sshe
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prior tto hher ppromotion tto HHuman RResources MManager iin 11987. IIn 11995,
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Directors aat BBimba, tthe ffirst wwoman tto sserve iin tthat ccapacity. 
Mary ccredits tthe mmentoring sshe rreceived oon tthe jjob, aas wwell
as tthe mmore fformalized ttraining oopportunities, aas ttwo
critical ffactors tthat eenabled hher tto aadvance iin tthe
company. MMary ccontinues hher ppursuit oof hhigher
education wwith hher ccurrent eenrollment iin 
a MMaster's iin HHuman RResource 
Management pprogram.



entire matrix and incorporated math into
every level. Now you can't go to the next
level without it. We had to go back and
inform all the employees it was going to be
tougher."

In 2000, a self-study math CD-ROM was
introduced as an option for employees to
learn at their own pace. Employees who take
the math component of the
program through self-study can
get assistance from a facilitator/
mentor. HR is also in the process
of developing a formalized CNC
machine mentoring/training
program that would be customized
for each division. In addition, HR
provides a host of other training
activities, including Dale Carnegie
Leadership courses, onsite reading
courses (something that has been
done for 15 years), some Internet-
based training programs for IT and
engineering, and courses and workshops in
conflict resolution, leadership development,
computer skills, communication, how to read
financial statements, and diversity training.
A microwave dish linked to Governors State
University enables the company to access
the National University Teleconference
Network.

Diversity represents another critical
area for the company. According to the CEO,
"We have spent as much on diversity
training as on technical training. Diversity
training has really changed people here.
They are much more receptive to things, and
more open to change because they see things
differently."

Bimba is savvy about accessing local
resources to subsidize its training and devel-
opment activities. To fund technical training
programs, the company used DCCA's
(Illinois Department of Commerce and
Community Affairs) Industrial Training
Program grant funds through a partnership
with Northern Illinois University. In the
past two years, they accessed funds for
DCCA's Industrial Training Program and
"Making Work Pay" grants. Senior managers
are active at area high schools, working to
bridge the gap between school and work.

Through the school-to-work program,
Business Education Partnership, the CEO
serves on the foundation at Governors State
University, helping to advise educators on
the skills, work ethic, and behaviors stu-
dents need for employment. Last summer, an
area high school teacher worked at Bimba to
gain a better understanding of what
employers are looking for in new recruits.

Each year, the company spends 15 to 20
percent of its education budget on tuition
assistance. Tuition is reimbursed for under-
graduate credit courses, for vocational
courses directly related to present or antici-
pated job responsibilities, and for graduate
courses, which are intended to improve or
maintain existing job skills. A letter grade of
"A" is reimbursed at 95 percent of tuition; a
"B" at 85 percent; and a "C" at 75 percent.
Any lower grade is not reimbursed.
Maximum tuition reimbursement per cal-
endar year is $5,250.

"Ideally," said the CEO, "we would like to
set up individual learning accounts that
each employee can use for any type of
learning, but we don't have the resources
now."

Integrating LLearning aand WWork

Peer training, cross-training, and rota-
tional assignments are a part of the culture
at Bimba, and increase during downturns.
"During business downturns," stated the
CEO, "we take advantage of the slowed pro-
duction to conduct more cross-training to
increase overall company flexibility." 
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“In oorder tto eexecute 
our bbusiness sstrategy, wwe 

must ddevelop oour wworkforce.”

"I ttry tto ccreate aa llearning eenvironment aand tto gget 
employees tto tthink aabout tthemselves aas llifelong llearners." 

Patrick OOrmsby, PPresident aandCEO, 
Bimba MManufacturing

Company



In this knowledge transfer process, expe-
rienced employees train less experienced
employees within their departments and/or
cross-train those unfamiliar with the prac-
tices of their departments. In the Accounting
Department, for example, staff with degrees
have successfully trained those without
degrees in sophisticated accounting princi-
ples.

Bimba formalizes its peer training activ-
ities. Expectations are made clear before the
arrangement begins. The inexperienced
employees will have specific learning goals
with deadlines and must report back to their

supervisors on their progress. Supervisors
monitor the process, sometimes observing
and recommending more effective tech-
niques to the trainer, and evaluate both the
trainer and the trainee. Performance
reviews will often include an employee's
ability to train other staff. The best trainers,
it turns out, are not necessarily the most

technically proficient. The key is the ability
to form productive working relationships.
Initially, Bimba had to overcome the resist-
ance of workers who did not want to share
their hard-won knowledge by offering them
incentives to become trainers. Trainers are
recognized by the company and this new role
reflects positively on their performance eval-
uation.

Cross-training, which builds the
capacity of the entire workforce, has long
been a priority at Bimba, but because of
steadily increasing skill requirements in the
industry, it is even more important today.
"Ten years ago," HR staff said, "an employee
worked on just one machine. Now employees

work in teams or 'work
centers' and are
expected to know how
to run multiple
machines." 

At the company's
smallest facility in
Frankfort, employees
are rewarded for the
number of days they
cross-train, because
cross-training enables
the  work force  t o
respond quickly to job
orders, no matter who
is absent. Accounting
Department employees
speak highly of this
practice. "We have our
procedures in place
and continue to do lots
of cross-training. We
can switch jobs once a
month and keep fresh
in other areas. This
allows us to learn and
grow, have flexibility
and have back-ups,
and that means we can

take vacations when we need to." In that
same department, several long-term
employees agreed, "Without a lot of formal
training, our people can do things they
would have never been able to do 20 years
ago." Cross-training and rotational assign-
ments also offer a good way for employees
to try out a job to see if they would be 32
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interested in it in the future. Inevitably, this
leads to internal turnover, but, as one
manager explained, "We view this as good
turnover."

Impact AAssessment

Measurement is the final component
critical to Bimba's comprehensive employee
development system. The company spends a
great deal of time and resources measuring
results, monitoring procedures, documenting
impact, and creating visual charts and
graphs to communicate findings to
employees. "If you don't measure and report
pay-offs, then employees don't think it
matters," explained the CEO. "Show them it
matters." 

HR measures the effectiveness of
training by following the four-level model for
evaluating training programs laid out by
Donald Kirkpatrick. According to
Fitzsimmons, "For all of our training pro-
grams, we measure the employee's reaction
to the training (Level One_Reaction) and the
amount of learning that occurred in the
training through a pre-test and post-test
(Level Two_Knowledge Gained). All new
training programs that we anticipate will
remain a permanent fixture of the overall
training plan, and not a one-time event, are
also evaluated on Levels Three and Four of
Kirkpatrick's model. To measure Knowledge
Transfer (Level Three), we look at the pro-
ductivity, efficiency, and quality of individual
performance before and after training. Using
control groups, we compare the performance
of employees who engaged in the training

with those who did not. For Level Four
(Results) evaluation, we use company indi-
cators such as quality, scrap rate, product
margin, etc."

HR has conducted two comprehensive
ROI studies to assess the impact of training
activities on the overall company. Both
studies measured the return on investment
of the company's technical training program,
Basics and Fundamentals of Machining. It
took almost a full year for HR to convince
key managers of the need to conduct these
analyses, but the lobbying paid off. For the
most part, "the return on investment was
substantial," and now it is generally
accepted among managers and board
members that training and education con-
tribute to the company's profit picture.

Bimba's growth continues to outpace the
industry. Bimba is able to run its operation
with a high ratio of employees to supervi-
sors, largely because of its emphasis upon
goals, performance measures, and employee
development. Bimba has a low employee
turnover rate_ten percent production, five
percent office. And to date, Bimba has never
had a layoff. As CEO Patrick Ormsby
explained, "Employees come first at the
company."

Maureen Fitzsimmons
Benefits and Development Manager
Bimba Manufacturing Company
PO Box 68
Monee, IL  60449
(708) 235-2065
fitzsimmonsm@bimba.com
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