
LEANING INTO  
ROLE REVERSAL
Repositioning the company from the top down didn’t 
work until Data Cable learned to place trust in its 
employees—now everyone shares the same goals

 PROFILE  Paul Nelson, President, Data Cable Company Inc.

AT A GLANCE 

 SECTOR: CUSTOM CABLING FOR VERY  
 HIGH-END APPLICATIONS, SUCH AS  
 MILITARY, HEALTH CARE AND NASA 

IN BUSINESS SINCE 1980

ANNUAL SALES (2015) $6.5 million

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 53

THREE-YEAR EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 91%

THREE-YEAR COMPANY  
GROWTH RATE  21%

To get to Orangeville, Ontario, 
80 kilometres northwest of Toronto, 
you can drive half the way on speedy 
expressways, but slow down for the 
second half of the route, along the 
merely four-lane Highway 10. Just before 
Orangeville, you climb a 200-metre-high 
hill known as “Caledon Mountain,” where 
the locals swear you enter a different 
climate zone. You had better listen to 
them because the sleet, snow and fog 
at the summit can be brutal.

Building a manufacturing business is 
a similar journey. It is easy enough to get 
started, based on a single opportunity, 
but the road gets harder as you go. 
When the climate changes, only the 
strong survive. Orangeville-based Data 
Cable Company Inc. is a case in point. 
The dependable assembler of cables and 
wire harnesses hit its stride producing 
cables for connecting mainframes and 
minicomputers in the 1980s. As the 
personal computer wiped out those 
industries, the company turned to 
making custom cables for connecting 
your computer to printers and modems. 
As that industry standardized, most of 
the business moved overseas. In the 
1990s, Data Cable found salvation in 
becoming a local producer of cables 
for injection moulding machines, 
which soon represented three-quarters 
of the cable firm’s sales.

Depending on a single customer is a 
classic business trap and it closed in on 
Data Cable in 2000. “Eighty per cent of 
our revenue disappeared in nine months,” 
says President Paul Nelson. “It was a 
very, very critical situation.” Data Cable 
had to lay off 50% of its 100-plus 
employees and embrace Lean 
manufacturing principles to survive.

“We had to find new customers  
and new ways of manufacturing,” says 
David Gillies, Data Cable’s Development 
Manager. He admits the company’s  
first shot at adopting Lean by reordering 
production and changing people’s jobs 
failed: “We tried it and fell on our faces.”

As much as Lean is a no-holds-
barred reordering of physical space and 
equipment, it is also an attitude shift. 
The heart of its philosophy is sharing 
decision making with those at the point 
of production. Despite hiring a Lean 
consulting firm to help them through  
the process, Data Cable’s leadership 
team overlooked the people part of  
the process.

“Speed was a critical component 
of getting where we thought we needed 
to be,” says Nelson. “The way we 
introduced these changes was rapid 
and aggressive. It was very top-down, 
pushed out to the production floor.” 
Not surprisingly, production staff balked 
at the changes they barely understood. 
“We had days when there was screaming 
and tears. Life as we knew it at Data 
Cable was turning upside down and 
we weren’t involving our work force 
in the process.”

Management had to dig deep to 
understand the roots of the conflict. “We 
were depending on a 1980s management 
style,” Nelson says. “There wasn’t a level 
of trust between management and staff 
in either direction.” Nelson and Gillies 
realized that without mutual trust and 
collaboration, Data Cable faced a bleak 
future. So they started again. They 
explained the competitive situation to 
employees. They discussed the need 
for productivity and new approaches. 
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Best of all, they started asking employees 
what changes they would make to cut 
costs and achieve higher quality and 
better service. “As soon as we started 
communicating with our workers, 
providing them with the tools and 
resources they needed,” says Nelson, 
“they soaked it up like a sponge.”

The breakthrough came when 
Data Cable signed a new customer  
that needed an intricate cable harness. 
“We knew this could be a game changer, 
but we couldn’t get the process right,” 
says Gillies. Staff and management 
created a new production team to take 
on the project. An employee who had 
been a vocal critic of the top-down 
approach volunteered to lead the new 
cell. “In a very short time, she and  
her team started delivering incredibly 
improved metrics on lead time, cost to 
build and quality of build,” says Nelson. 
“That is when we all started saying, 
‘This might just work.’”

Based on that success, the company 
created five more work cells to manage 
other projects and tasks. “The trust 
started to build,” says Nelson. “Our 
employees were taking ownership not 
just of Lean, but of the business and  
the customers.”

Today, Data Cable’s management no 
longer calls the shots. “There was a role 
reversal,” says Gillies. The six production 
cells now tell management what they 
need to get things done. Management, 
says Nelson, became enablers, rather 
than telling people what to do.

Employees get more than a say in 
the business. They now have access to 
the company’s financials, a 10% share 
of the profits and quarterly bonuses 
based on metrics such as quality and 
attendance. They meet for monthly 
all-staff updates, and the production 
leaders meet biweekly with management. 
These meetings started out as weekly, 
says Nelson, but as mutual trust and 
confidence grew, “the team leaders 
didn’t need to meet as frequently.”

Data Cable is still persevering to 
get back to 1990s sales volumes. But 
in every other metric, the business 

is way ahead. With a staff of 53, 
sales per employee have significantly 
increased, and so have quality and 
on-time performance. The company 
is more diversified and is pursuing 
more business in the United States. 
Growing capabilities and efficiencies 
makes it less vulnerable to offshoring 
economics; one client recently shifted 
its production to Eastern Europe, but it 
still buys its cables from Data Cable.

“The performance expectation  
has gone up,” Nelson notes, “but we 
have shared goals now.” While some 
companies think of employees as 
overhead, Nelson credits his entire 
team for reinventing Data Cable. “We 
have always been solution providers 
and are even more so today. It’s not 
just numbers on the books that create 
the value: The magic number and  
value come from the 53 people here.”

“The trust started to build. Our employees were taking 
ownership not just of Lean, but of the business and  
the customers.”

Paul Nelson, President, Data Cable Company Inc.
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Paul Nelson (left and below left), President, and David Gillies (right), Development Manager, Data Cable Company Inc.
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