by Laurence Claus

During my first twenty five years in the fastener industry | worked
for a fastener manufacturer that focused primarily on automotive
fasteners. Several years into my tenure | had the opportunity to work
on a project outside of the automotive industry, with a large computer
and peripherals manufacturer. After many months of project work
it was obvious that the project was dead-on-arrival. This was an
uncustomary loss and as | reflected on the reasons for this, the one that
stood out above all the others was that we were simply not equipped
to support the needs unique to this industry segment. We were very
capable of providing the necessary application engineering and had
the manufacturing capabilities, but we were too ingrained in our own
paradigms and lacked important industry specific knowledge so that we
failed to execute properly to meet the customer’ s needs.

| would later experience this a second time when we attempted to gain
a place in the aerospace fastener industry. Once again, it was obvious
to me that we were unsuccessful because of our lack of understanding
and desire to learn about and meet the needs of this unique industry
segment.

Similarly, companies that know little about the automotive industry
but seek an entry may find it very difficult to gain a foothold. To succeed,
a company must be prepared to educate themselves in the unique ways
and requirements of the segment and then back-up what they learn with
solid and unwavering execution. In fact, new entrants must be prepared
to “runfaster” and “perform better” than their more established
counterparts. There is no “half-way” and companies that are not “all
in” will quickly find their efforts have been wasted.

Following are ten things that one should understand about supplying
fasteners in the automotive industry:

Standardized Products?

| recently assisted a university business student in some research
work he was doing on the automotive fastener market. He asked me a
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number of questions trying to understand what separates automotive
fasteners from those consumed by other industries. | found myself
telling him that one of the significant distinguishing features of the
automotive fastener market is that almost all parts are customer
proprietary. That does not necessarily mean that parts do not
resemble consensus product standards or are considered standard
within an Original Equipment Manufacturer (OEM), but this industry
generally does not purchase products defined by consensus product
standards such as ASME, DIN, JIS, or ISO. In fact, many of the OEMs
have libraries or catalogs of standard parts which they maintain and
encourage broad usage of, but these remain unique to that particular
OEM or lower Tier supplier. This behavior is in stark contrast to
industries such as aerospace or heavy truck where many of the
fasteners are purchased to consensus product standards and are,
therefore, as likely to be purchased by one user as another.

Part Complexity

Although this is likely an oversimplification, the automotive fastener
industry can probably be characterized as consisting of two broad
categories, simple parts and sophisticated (or engineered) parts.

“Simple” parts abound in the automobile and include items like
screws for trim, basic mounting bolts and screws, weld studs and
nuts, flange nuts, basic self-tapping screws, washers, and a wide
variety of other basic fastening components. On the other hand,
there is also a wide variety of more “sophisticated” product. These
include items like parts for brake components, parts for steering
columns, parts for safety systems (airbags and restraints), special
self-tapping screws, internal engine parts (such as connecting rod
bolts and engine head bolts), and other similar components. Many of
these parts are cold headed, engineered components with multiple
secondary operations. It is important to understand this distinction
because manufacturers are often aligned around them. In other
words, it is pretty common to have companies that are significant
players in the production of the “simple” parts and have no
presence in the more “sophisticated” product range. Likewise,
many of the companies that make the “sophisticated” parts tend to
align themselves as experts in only several segments. For example, a
company may be a significant supplier of brake and steering parts but
have absolutely no presence in engine components.

Automotive Customers

Customers for automotive tend to fall into one of three categories,
OEM, Tier, and Aftermarket. Of the three the hardest and perhaps
the most demanding are the OEMs, or the actual automobile
manufacturers. For new suppliers they can be very difficult to
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break into because they work very hard to keep their supply base to

a reasonably select group of companies with enough critical mass

to warrant the investment in making and maintaining a business
relationship. The Tier companies are generally much easier to work with.
They often have less in-house knowledge of fasteners and, therefore,
value companies that can support them with good engineering, quality,
and commercial resources or services. Although they may be easier to
form a business relationship with, one should never assume that the
product is less sophisticated than OEM product. In fact, the opposite

is probably true, as it is the Tier companies that are providing the
sophisticated automotive systems like foundation and ABS brakes,
steering, and safety to name just a few. Understanding how fasteners and
cold headed components are integrated into these systems is important.
The last category is aftermarket. In this case the customer’ s engineering
resources get even “thinner” and they have a greater dependency

than ever on their supply base. Unfortunately, many of these aftermarket
products are reverse engineered so that many of the important but subtle
design details included in the OEM part may be missed and, therefore, not
included in the aftermarket parts.

Purchasing and Engineering

The larger the organization the more likely their approach to fasteners
is highly developed. In the large OEMs there are purchasing resources
dedicated exclusively to buying fasteners and engineering resources
exclusively working on fastener engineering. As such, although these
individuals may not be generalist experts on fasteners, they tend to be
reasonably, if not very, knowledgeable of their specific use of fasteners.
As customer companies get smaller in size, especially at lower level tiers,
fastener purchasing tends to be shared with other commodities, and no
real engineering experts exist on staff.

Turnover

In many cases the fastener commodity is not considered as glamorous
as others. Therefore, it often is a stepping stone department for many
in purchasing, and, to a slightly lesser degree, in engineering. This
means that building relationships can be challenging because the
primary contact in the relationship is periodically changing. This has the
unfortunate consequence of putting the supplier in a reactive mode and
repeating valuable time and energy invested to keep the relationship
vibrant.

Communication and Incentives

Automotive OEMs and many Tier suppliers are large and have a widely
dispersed manufacturing footprint. This creates significant challenges
because purchasing may be located in one location, engineering in
another, and manufacturing in still another. The result of this structure is
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that the customer usually is challenged by poor internal communication.
In other words, the purchasing agent does not know and is not in close
communication with the engineer, and rarely knows what is going on at
the plant level. This structure also tends to create “silos” with respect
to incentives. Because they are not communicating well with one another
they each tend to  “march to the beat of their own drum” and behave

in ways that reflect how each is incentivized. For example, because the
purchasing department may be measured on how much cost they can
reduce, they work very hard to find the lowest cost product. In doing so,
they may fail to consult with the using plant or take into consideration
how those decisions might lower quality standards that have a negative
effect on the plant assembly operations.

Pre-Production Part Approval Process
(PPAP)

Many industries have requirements to validate parts prior to going
into production. No industry segment, however, even comes close to
doing this at the level of the automotive
industry. This process is known as PPAP
or Pre-Production Part Approval Process.
Where many industries require one or
two documents be submitted, the PPAP
submittal for even the simplest fastener
is likely to be fifty to seventy-five pages
in length. The PPAP includes a validation
of dimensional and performance testing
results, Pre-Production and Production
Process Control Plans, Process Flow
Diagrams, Process Failure Modes
and Effects Analysis, Capability Studies, Gage Repeatability and
Reproducibility Studies, and any other items requested by the customer.
Many a new supplier to automotive has been tripped up by the PPAP
requirements and the failure to recognize how significant an investment
in resources this requirement demands.

1516949 and Other QMS Systems

TS16949 is an automotive specific Quality Management System
(QMS). It is basically a Quality Management System structured on
the ISO9001 format with added requirements important and specific
to the sponsoring automotive OEMs and certain Tier companies. To
obtain TS16949 registration, companies must undergo a rigorous third
party audit which is reassessed each year near the anniversary of the
previous year’ s audit. Having such a system is often a prerequisite of

6. i@z

AERAIEMFZ ERANEINIRE
BERAXEESMT KNGS HER - X274
P FOARG AT REER 4 T2t
TR GIEXTER AL - B TR
ZRGER P WE X A BN R A8 P A
BBk - iR R EAMER ST
JABAR  BEZJLFAMEL] WELRE
B9%E - XEHE MR 551 RE X - BF AR
HABAR &5 &TENSHRIES S
PRIk - B2 F ARG ES
BAEARER D2 DA FIERE Ik
R AH - XE—K AIRESERSE
BIEEHN S SR ERE X LIRER
e RE O mBirEMX FRAERIEME
GRS ML R -

7. £ AL EIEFFPPAP

R % W # = Z K
BN IERNE B &
S EmIN BRE
A RS Al X A
K- gl 2 AT IB R &
PR o W E
SERHYPZNE2PE X
e — MR RE R
O RTRE B F 2 50-75 1
KENRER &£/ #
A RE 5 B RT M aE
IR 45 R AL~ £
SRR AR SR L) T
AR TR I TR AR LR e 5200 04 ~ BE
MR ENEEMMEHERR REMEER
ZRHTE » REBHNAE W AIFHE R
BRI HER FPPAPE T XIA
MBZNEKRIFNARRABS LEE-

8. TS16949 \iEFIEE MR
BERZES

TS24 NIER ERBFAFELENRRE
12 25 (QMS]) - B A EZPLIS0900 1 A EA H
BOMNN LS BESFERIEAMBTEER
BN ERNRBEER ZEFTS16949AE
B B ITHY TSN E=AE%
BE F—FERRER —FREEHNHIT—



the OEM or Tier customer. In other words, they will not even allow a
company to quote without having this or an equivalent registration.

Additionally, there may be other QMS formats required. These
requirements will be defined by the customer. Today it is very common
for some OEMs and Tiers to also require ISO14001 registration
(environmental and safety awareness) or 1IS017025 (lab accreditation )

Quality Requirements

In addition to any contractual or sales terms that a supplier may
agree to with an automotive customer, many also have supplementary
Supplier Quality Requirements. It is very important that new suppliers
understand these requirements before agreeing to take a job as they
are rarely communicated up-front and can be quite onerous. In addition
to specifying how the customer will grade your performance, they often
throw in  “zingers” related to things like cost responsibility for quality
spills, recalls, and warranty.

Continuous Improvement

Automotive customers expect continuous improvement from their
suppliers. Unfortunately, and in my opinion, very regrettably, this almost
always only takes the form of price reduction. It is far too rare that a
customer will actively engage their supplier to make real engineering
and quality improvements. Once again, new suppliers are often caught
off guard when they are demanded to provide cost reductions shortly
after going into production on parts. In particular, this tends to be one
of the biggest conflicts between automotive OEMs and their suppliers.
In fact, | have encountered many organizations over the years that
refuse to do business with automotive for this reason alone. It is truly
unfortunate, as there are many ways beyond just the price of the product
that continuous improvement activities can reduce the total cost of the
system.

Conclusion

This is certainly not an all-inclusive list of things that make automotive
unique from other market segments. In fact, there are many other
details and nuances to these ten items that set the automotive fastener
market apart from others. In essence, it boils down to the point that
parties interested in joining this market segment must be prepared
to invest in educating themselves about the necessary requirements
and putting in-place the required resources to fulfill them. For new
entrants and even for seasoned veterans, this can, at times, be daunting.
However, in the end, the automotive fastener market segment can be an
exciting and enriching place to be and the automotive industry needs to
continually add to and improve from within its supplier ranks. o
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