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OWENS CORNING

Back From the Dead

The company was mired in debt, besieged by asbestos litigation, and headed nowhere
when Glen Hiner left GE to run it five years ago. Here's how he turned it around.

By Thomas A. Stewart

he trees have
leafed out in To-
ledo, but the in-
fant arbors spot-
ted around a
glittering new
riverfront build-
ing aren’t much to
look at, and won’t
be for years. There’s plenty to see inside,
however. The building is Owens Corning’s
spanking-new headquarters and an apt
symbol of the striking renewal of the 59-
year-old maker of fiberglass insulation,
glass composites, and roofing materials.

What CEO Glen H. Hiner and his team
are doing at Owens Corning could be an
object lesson in how to revitalize a com-
pany—“my way,” says Hiner, “as opposed
to Al Dunlap’s way.” It’s also a story about
the competitive logic of the New Econ-
omy: In the past year a series of moves in
sales and marketing, information systems,
and manufacturing and distribution have
come together in a coherent strategy that
is transforming this Midwestern maker of
humdrum materials into a global compet-
itor whose real business is knowledge.

If “Chainsaw”Al Dunlap’s way is exe-
cution (as in beheading), Hiner’s is execu-
tion (as in follow-through). The stock mar-
ket loved Dunlap’s quick cuts to the quick.
And Hiner’s approach has worked too:
Owens Corning has racked up impressive

numbers—including 21 consecutive quar-
ters of year-over-year improved profits
from ongoing operations. But Wall Street,
so far, remains standoffish (see charts).
There are reasons for that. Investment-
based growth takes time. Owens Corning
has a big housing-supply business in Eu-
rope, where economies are still flat. And
though Owens Corning is convinced that
it has burned off a cloud from ancient as-
bestos liabilities, their shadow still spooks
the market.

Too, the company’s balance sheet bears
scars from a fierce takeover battle a decade
ago. In that 1986 struggle, a hostile raid by
Sanford Sigoloff’s Wickes Cos. drove Ow-
ens Corning into a desperate recapitaliza-
tion that left it with $1.65 billion in long-
term debt, shareholders’ equity of negative
$1 billion, and a scrimp-and-save outlook
so single-minded that virtually all invest-
ment stopped and over the next five years
sales shrank by $74 million, about 3%, to
$2.8 billion. The bad news got worse late in
1991, when Max Weber, CEQ for just over
a year, was taken ill and retired, dying of
cancer 16 months later at 63.

Hiner, then 57, accepted the challenge of
lifting the stones under which Owens
Corning was pinned. Hiner was running
Jack Welch’s old shop, General Electric’s
plastics business, leading it from annual
sales of $750 million to $5 billion in 13
years. Now he was going to a business half

as large, but it would be
his own show. Says Hiner:
“There was an element of
vanity in my deciding to
go, and I admit to that. No
matter what I did, plastics
would always be the house
Jack built.”

Hiner brought with him
a passionate belief that it’s
better to punch your way
out of a corner than to play rope-a-dope. In
1993 he came out swinging: Enough with
the debt—then about $900 million—he
told the company; it’s time to grow. By
2000, when Hiner will turn 65 and retire, he
wanted Owens Corning to be a $5 billion
company that would supply just about
everything it takes to build a house, from
insulation to siding to windows. And he
vowed that the company would get 40% of
its sales outside the U.S., up from 21% at
the time; and productivity would grow 6%
a year and profits twice as fast as sales. It
was an ambitious agenda, but last summer
progress was dramatic enough that Hiner
made his goal tougher, proclaiming that
Owens Corning would achieve it a year
early, by 1999.

This CEQ’s egalitarian style has helped.
Hiner used to be hidden in a 28th-floor
aerie, but in the new headquarters, an
open-plan three-story building, he is sec-
ond-floor center—"“in the middle of the
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a year, and the damned things couldn’t,
even at their best, support the new strategy.
Radcliff took a huge gamble: He bet his
job—and almost the company—on his
group’s ability to install SAP, the im-
mensely powerful and notoriously complex
enterprisewide information-management
software, across most of Owens Corning in
just 18 months—about the time it usually
takes to hook up just one busi-

ness unit. He called the

project Advantage 2000.
SAP connects all the infor-
mation that flows through a
company in a single system,
so that, for example, when a salesman en-
ters an order, it automatically puts dibs on
raw materials, schedules production and
delivery, and prepares a bill—all with no
more data entry. Says Hiner: “Electronic
commerce will seal the deal with custom-
ers. They ought to be online with us, ought
to know our inventory, ought to know
when something is shipped, ought to be
able to pay electronically, so we can give
them multiple products in a way that looks
like one product.” It will vastly improve
Owens Corning’s ability to forecast sales
and, says Richard Glosser, plant leader in
Visé, Belgium, “allow us to substitute in-
formation for inventory.”

But SAP is also the furthest thing from
plug-and-play software: If you install it
without completely mapping and reengi-
neering business processes and ensuring
the accuracy of all data—for example,
clearing out all the fudge factors compa-
nies cook up over the years—you’re
doomed to chaos, possibly for years.

Today the job’s on target, on budget, and
ready for completion this fall. What made
it work? First, Radcliff defined success in
business terms—inventory reduction of
50%, a $100 million reduction in working
capital, $5 million less for plant mainte-
nance, an overall 1% increase in pretax
earnings, etc.—and insisted that half the
project staff came from the businesses, not
from information systems. As a result, he
says, no matter how messy things got, “the

debate was ‘How do I achieve the out-
come?” and nothing else.” Second, by start-
ing with corporate finance, Owens Corn-
ing ensured that its first victims were
numerate and computer-savvy, the best
possible teachers. Then, rather than wimp
ahead with small pilots, the company
picked a major business thousands of miles
from headquarters, whose legacy systems
were the clunkiest in the company, where
the work had to be done in several lan-

Radcliff took a huge gamble: He bet his job—and
almost the company—on his group’s ability to
install SAP. the powerful and notoriously complex
enterprisewide information-management software,
across most of Owens in just 18 months.

guages, and where people were thrilled to
break the trail for the company. So thrilled,
says Ann Senn, a Deloitte & Touche con-
sultant who worked with Radcliff, that “I
have never seen a business side pulling the
tech side harder. We kept saying, ‘Hey, wait
a minute, slow down!” ” After paying $110
million to install SAP and train people,
Owens Corning will reap $15 million in
savings in 1997, $50 million next year—and
$80 million in 2000.

If the reinvention of Owens Corning
shows anything, it’s that there’s no stop-
ping halfway to becoming a knowledge
company: You either are or you aren’t.
Building-materials marketing director
Karen Strauss knew nothing about plans
for Advantage 2000 when she began to re-
alize that knowledge was the most valuable
thing she had to sell: If consumers knew
how shingles and vents and soffits worked
together to make a better roof, if they knew
how to pick reliable contractors, if contrac-
tors knew how to help customers get fi-
nancing or how to flog the Pink Panther
brand, Owens Corning could sell pink
houses, not just pink fiberglass.

Out of these thoughts Strauss and Dave
Brown conceived System Thinking, a mar-
keting vision that is the capstone of the
company’s stratcgy, joining all that Hiner
& Co. has done with acquisitions, new
products, sales and service, and Advan-
tage 2000. With Owens Corning’s poten-
tial take per home now over $6,000, Sys-
tem Thinking pushes the notion that
roofing, exteriors, insulation, and sound
are all systems—products that work to-
gether—and that by selling systems Owens

Corning can significantly increase de-
mand. Out of System Thinking are pour-
ing ad campaigns and merchandising sup-
port, plus innovative programs like
certification for contractors who meet Ow-
ens Corning’s standards. There’s also an
ambitious program to sign up homebuild-
ers to agree to use Owens Corning prod-
ucts wherever possible in exchange for
marketing support and the right to brag
about the brand. As of April, more than
100 U.S. builders had signed on to build a
projected 7,500 new System Thinking
Homes in 1997. Estimated incremental
sales: $10 million.

In all these programs, knowledge pulls
the product, not vice versa. Says Brown:
“We’d never looked at information as a
product before.” The logic of Information
Age competition is 50 seamless and com-
pelling, Strauss says, that something like
Advantage 2000 was “a happy inevitabil-
ity"—for the logic drives sales, marketing,
and systems all to the same place. For Ow-
ens Corning, they came together at the
same time, though each began for its own
good reason: pressure from customers, the
pending breakdown ofithe old information
systems, the hot pink-house idea.

iner, more modest than he

should be for having the

foresight to found a solid,

long-term strategy, does

take credit for helping to
orchestrate its execution: “We didn’t have
the luxury of saying, “Work on one thing
and get it done, then another, then an-
other.” But I'm a pretty good cheerleader.
good at touching people and giving them
a few kisses.” He’s needed that skill. In
addition to a total revamping of sales and
service, marketing, and information sys-
tems, the company has successfully com-
pleted 14 acquisitions, built or acquired fa-
cilities on every continent save Australia
and Antarctica, taken aggressive financial
and legal steps against its old asbestos li-
abilities, radically restructured human re-
sources and compensation, and designed,
built, and moved into the new building—
all the while steadily increasing the effi-
ciency of its core businesses.

Whether Hiner’s kisses have turned
Owens Corning into a prince of a com-
pany isn’t yet proved. Overseas sales
growth has been slow. There’s that recently
sidewinding stock price. The CEO wants
to make “a really big acquisition” before
he retires in 2000. But if the kisses take,
Hiner's way will look pretty good. @
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