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Article Three 
How On Earth Does It Work? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

At Nucor Steel, everyone’s job is to become ever more efficient while providing the 

highest quality of precisely what the customer requires; and, to share experimental 

results.  When there aren’t failed experiments in the closets, people worry.  

There’s a lot of discussion about how to improve observation skills and how to 

hone good questions. 

Scott Jordan, a twenty-five year Nucor veteran and Supervisor at the Florence, SC 

Vulcraft mill, told me that fostering thought processes is his most significant 

responsibility.  His comments capture the essence of Nucor’s culture.  

 My job is to foster thought processes in order to run the 

lowest cost production team. To do that, we ask questions and 

experiment. Questions and experiments are at the heart of 

production improvements and efficiencies. If we see what 

might be a better way and design the improvement, the 

company will pay for the experiment – and if we‟re right, they‟ll 

pay for the improvement. I have two in my line who designed 

improvements that cost $500,000 and $750,000 respectively.   

Did that seem over the top for an experiment?  Not at all, 

Jordan said; they’d done the analysis, had made the case 

and we’d decided together to run the experiments.  The 

investment produced major quality improvements along 

with important cost savings. 

  

 

 

 

 

Every person is capable of endless 

growth on a trail that leads we don‟t 

know where. If we‟d put the holds on 

Cro-Magnon man, where would we be 

today? Dan DiMicco, CEO, Nucor Steel  
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Did the experimenters receive a bonus?  No; experimenting responsibly is part of 

the job. Does someone keep track of who makes improvements? Jordan 

continues.... 

I don‟t know what you mean. We‟re a team.  When production numbers go up, the 

team‟s bonus goes up. It isn‟t important who had the idea, and anyway, once 

there‟s an idea up for discussion everyone contributes.   

Besides, figuring out how to solve problems and improve things, well, there isn‟t 

much that‟s more satisfying than that.  We come to work and people value us, our 

ideas, efforts, and contributions. We get paid well, and improvement is not only 

part of the job it is one of the best things about it.  

              

signs at every Nucor facility 

In any case, whenever we discover something interesting, I call my counterparts at 

the other seven Vulcrafts.  They tell me what they think and if they like it, someone 

comes to see it live.  If not, I may rethink a decision to implement and discuss it 

with the team. And so it goes.  It isn‟t about individuals and recording who does 

what; it‟s about doing it the best we can and earning the most we can.    

In general I aim to help Nucor be the number one steel producer in order to 

provide long term benefits for our employees. I have the best job in the world and I 

aim to keep it as long as I‟m a working man.  

Behind Scott Jordan’s mandate to promote questions, experiments and process 

improvements sits Nucor’s culture. The key operating assumptions are:  

 people are self-regulating  

 

 observation skill, habits of innovation – along with being articulate and highly 

skilled -elicit and strengthen conversation, initiative, community, pride, 

kindness, and confidence.   
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The Nucor Culture  

 

The ethos is openness and trust 

There are no formal meetings, edicts, orders, 

lectures, task forces, reports, performance 

assessments, quality circles or paper trails – ever.  

 

Doing the job - every job - means teaming up to produce top quality, sharing best 

practices, and working for the wellbeing of all.  The ethos is energy, trust, 

openness and loyalty. A sense of fair play and unity precludes pettiness and 

politics.  People are authentically friendly and deeply professional. No one 

tolerates mediocrity but everyone pitches in when others are in true distress.  

Nucor is proud that people grow personally as well as professionally.   

Self-reliance, innovation, and intrinsic reward 

There is a strong belief in intrinsic reward and a strong tradition of self-reliance, 

determination and innovation as the routes to soaring performance and better pay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In practice, Nucor expects everyone to experiment for improvement, to work safely 

and to coach. There are few rules, few formal meetings or reports, no performance 

assessment and no evidence of company politics. 
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Acknowledging differences and making it work 

 
Everyone is free to disagree …not only with respect 

but genuinely showing respect for differences of opinion,  
Nucor tells new employees. 

Nucor isn’t a fairytale. There are the usual conflicts of moods and personalities. 

Yet Nucor makes sure those realities don’t interfere.  If someone is distressed, the 

team members see it and take time off to talk. If chemistry isn’t right between two 

people, they acknowledge it, talk about it together, and figure out how to manage. 

If someone has an issue with someone else’s productivity, it’s a team issue.  

Furthermore, by dint of close work, cooperation, common goals and experience, 

people don’t notice one another along racial or religious lines.  They look to one 

another for interesting ideas on how to make things ever more efficient, effective 

and profitable.   

Authority and responsibility on the front line 

  

We aren‟t running a Program or an Initiative or an 
experiment in self-managed teams. Process and 
technology govern the nature and scope of the work 
and teams do it.  - Jim Coblin, VP  

Ken Iverson, Nucor’s first CEO, was a determined, independent, highly educated 

intelligent-risk entrepreneur.  He set the culture of workers first - not only on 

location but in the hearts and minds of executives, where workers first meant the 

dignity of professional responsibility rather than the indignity of social cosseting. 

Visiting Nucor in 2006, you see that while business strategy has changed with the 

times, commitment to the culture hasn’t veered an inch.  And you realize that 

Iverson wasn’t applying a management theory or pretending with gestures. Each 

and every individual working at Nucor feels valued and believes that realizing 

talent - being all you can be - is the goal.  
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Teams are self managing 

Nucor empowers us to be motivators and innovators.  

Also they encourage us to make decisions on the spot. 

If I want another opinion I ask my supervisor, who is 

my second set of eyes.  If I make a mistake, I learn 

from it and aim not to make it twice.”  -- Hoyt Cheek, 

Roll Mill Manager at the Darlington, South Carolina Mill  

To keep things going on schedule – getting the right mix in the melt, for example – 

a skilled frontline workforce manages the process end to end. Teams manage 

themselves, train new recruits, cover for absent colleagues when they decide it’s 

right and distribute the bonus to absent colleagues as a matter of course and 

without thought of doing otherwise. It’s the collaborative culture.  

They routinely report innovations, and share best practice. They may visit plants 

where people have made innovations so they know firsthand and don’t risk losing 

any bit of nuance; and on occasion, team members take it upon themselves to 

counsel one another.  

Teamwork is a big part of success yet it’s fragile 

“Teamwork is contagious and people want to work together, share the ideas and 

successes,” Scott Jordan, the Vulcraft Supervisor said, “yet it can be fragile. So I 

have to do what I say I‟ll do, pay close attention to every idea, and follow up.  If I 

tell the team, „If you see a better, safer, more efficient way to do something, let me 

know and I‟ll follow up‟ they‟ll believe it when I act on it.  I hold round-table 

discussions where we talk about ideas, things we‟re working on, experiments we 

have underway and things we learn from what didn‟t work.  It takes a while to get 

their respect but when I get it, it‟s the best feeling in the world.” 

Supervisors coach and support production experiments 

The Supervisor’s job is to coach, to help out when people need another view and 

to field high value resource requests. “Supervisors are in the area to help teams 

improve production performance,” one vice president told me. “They don‟t offer 

advice, ever. Sooner or later someone asks a question and that‟s when you bring 

your talents and education to bear. If you give good answers and good service, the 

team will be glad you’re there. If you don’t, in time the team will make a change.”    
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The executive’s job? Let us know how we can help.  

One of the casting technicians said of management:  

I know how to do five jobs in the mill. Managers seem to plant 

ideas but really it‟s a mystery how it all works. In the end we all 

feel like we want to pull our own load going up a big hill that ends 

someplace we can‟t see.  

Management is local. Each General Manager has his office in the mill. The 

position’s primary responsibility is to coach technical department managers and 

supervisors; and when asked, to help the administrative people. The General 

Managers work with managers and supervisors to assess requests for investment 

in high-ticket experiments and in capital expenditures.  Jim Coblin, Vice President 

for Human Resources told me about the essence of Nucor's management 

practice.  

There are few formal meetings, edicts, orders, lectures, task 

forces, reports, quality circles or paper trails – ever.  What we tell 

the work force is:  Just be there and do the job.  Ask questions 

when you want to know something.  Get better and better at what 

you do and share your knowledge.  Let us know how we can help.   

Management selects Supervisors for the technical and engineering teams. 

Department managers and plant managers typically come up through the ranks.  

 

Safety, quality, cost and productivity - Nucor’s watchwords 

The goal of every Nucor team is to deliver precisely to customer 

requirements.  The goal of everyone else is to help the teams 

succeed.  – Dan Krug, OD Manager  

Dan Krug, Nucor’s newly-hired OD Manager, summed things up this way:   

Safety, Quality, Cost and Productivity are watchwords. The hallmark is Integrity 

and we aim for Straight Talk, Team Work, Optimism, Hard Work, Fairness, Can-

Do Attitude, Personal Responsibility, and Risk.  Here‟s how we do that. 
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Set expectations  

for safety, team work and experimentation  

Provide tools  

which include training in diagnostics and skills for new machines  

Provide feedback  

both positive and negative  

Coach  

at every level  

Hold people accountable  

for fairness and doing what’s right  

             

Julie Zorawski, Human Resources Specialist at Nucor’s HQ, sums up the ethos 

that is Nucor.  

In the back of everyone‟s mind sits this motto: 'do 

the right thing.' If you do that then you are going to 

listen to people, seek feedback from everyone 

before acting and not make selfish decisions.  
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