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Why Doesn't Everybody Nucor? 

A Working Manager™ Series by Helen Kelly 

 

Article Seven 

An OD Manager, a Neural Network, and Expansion Overseas 
Can the culture survive? 

When I arrived at Nucor’s corporate offices I 

admit to wondering what the "unique culture" 

fuss was about.  

There was the usual water fountain, marble 

lobby and promises of panoramic views up 

above. But when I went in, everyone seemed 

well, slightly surprised, as if in someone 

else’s skin. And I wasn’t far off.   

Until that week, and as far back as anyone could remember, they’d worked around 

the corner at an unremarkable sturdy brick building with serviceable offices and 

practical filing cabinets.  No one seemed quite sure how to sit in it, but everyone 

thought it was a very nice place to be. The next day I was to learn just why the 

new building was such a surprise to Nucor’s managers.  

One production supervisor told me he feared that big company was creeping in. 

He said that changes are inevitable and oftentimes seemingly for the good.  

As examples he pointed out that Nucor had installed Environment, Safety and 

Audit specialists in the mills.  He said that things had worked fine without them, 

though he guessed that government regulations might require specialists.  

He was quick to point out that the people hadn’t changed yet he wondered 

whether that could happen.  

It’s the new building, the corporate office...it’s big, lots of glass, executive 

offices and carpeting everywhere. In the old building it felt like Nucor.  

Here, well, it’s like somebody else’s house.  

Others point to continuity, saying that the General Managers 

still work alongside the production teams in the mills, that there 

is no central purchasing, and that some places where things 

were too freewheeling the company added structure 

judiciously. However, one HR Supervisor also wondered 

whether big company practices would take over now that  

the company was, indeed, a big company.   
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Three years ago we didn’t have HR or an OD 

Manager; we didn’t have Leadership Training, Dollars 

and Tons or Coaching classes, and we had the most 

inspiring leaders in the world.  

 

 

 
 
 
 

Some people say a neural network will be better 

because everyone will always have the most efficient 

processes. But if you think about it, what we’re about 

at Nucor is individuals asking questions and making 

improvements. That’s what we’ve always been about. 

How can we innovate if we’re all confined to the same 

way of doing things?  

 

I asked Dan Krug, Nucor’s relatively new and first HR and  

OD Manager, whether he thought OD represented a threat to the 

culture, or was necessary in order to maintain the culture during 

growth.  

 

Your question - Why have we added HR and an OD Manager? - 

is an important one. In the past, Nucor communicated like a 

group of small tribes. It was easy for people to routinely see each 

other, share stories. Ken Iverson was always in the plants and 

verbal info exchange was quite easy. 

Size creates challenges to that. The simple tribal form of communication 

has become more difficult. Also, our business strategy is drastically 

different. We pursue commercial strategies via product groups that allow 

us to take care of customers instead of being a commodity producer that 

pushes tons on the market. These changes have significantly changed the 

expectations and roles of our leaders and our teammates.  

 
Welcome to Dollars & Tons 
 

... a game designed to simulate 
how Nucor earns its profits and 
the competitive environment 
under which all Nucor divisions 
operate. We hope that this game 
will help introduce a variety of 
important financial concepts and 
deepen your understanding of 
Nucor’s business.  

“And take IT,” she continued. “For a long time 

our IT equipment wasn’t really reliable. Now 

we have JD Edwards and SAP, and that’s 

great. But around the corner there’s talk of a 

neural network and that means centralized 

control, and that mean means we might not 

make our own decisions."   
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Given these two changes   

1. the ease of communication in a small company (versus a large one) 

2. the changes in strategy and expectations (roles)   

We need new mechanisms to communicate and transfer expectations.  

This can be done through organized engagements with the divisions  

(Nu Performance) and providing a framework for expectations that can be 

taken down to the lowest level. HR & OD also provides tools to continue  

to take decision making down to the lowest possible level.  

As an example, we have financial engagements with divisions (Nu 

Solutions) that teach shop floor teammates how to make decisions to 

allocate capital in the most effective way…this way they can help decide 

where company money goes. TEAMMATES can take personal 

responsibility to make decisions that managers make in other companies. 

Personal responsibility is a hallmark of the Nucor culture. So, an OD 

function can actually accelerate the culture.  

We have to separate business process from culture. Business processes 

are things like government interaction, product groups, neural networks, 

shared IT services. Culture is integrity, teamwork, personal responsibility, 

can do attitude, work ethic, open communications. I can provide hundreds 

of examples where these cultural items are stronger now than ever - even 

in the face of changing business processes. If we don’t change our 

business processes, we’ll die. If we change our culture, we’ll die. 

So, we have to use our culture as our competitive advantage to change  

and continuously improve FASTER than our competitors and continue to 

innovate the entire way we do business, not just how productively we can 

make steel. 

 Keeping the culture alive: expanding overseas 

    In the early 1990s, Nucor management and 

Jim Coblin, Vice President for Human 

Resources at Nucor Steel, had considered the 

question of expansion by joint venture outside 

the continental United States.  
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They had made several initiatives with varying success. Now, in light of competitor 

activities and events in the world steel market, the question of overseas expansion 

had become a pressing one.   

Jim has been asked to lead a discussion about whether 

Nucor’s legendary culture - the kingpin of Nucor’s success, 

most believed - would transfer to any promising commercial 

opportunity overseas.      

 

In their presentation, Nucor had made a 

commitment to expand globally via joint venture 

partnership yet had stipulated in bold capitals 

that any joint venture must be culturally 

compatible.  

 

 

A number of executives expressed fears 

privately that the two might be incompatible - 

that it would be difficult at best to find 

hospitable cultural climates in other countries.  

 

Nucor’s was a model of classic OD achievement realized naturally, without benefit 

of initiatives, interventions, theories, methods, programs, formulas or unions - 

possibly uniquely American and certainly unique in the production world.   

Management accepted that evolution in strategic direction had proved sound and 

that growth in any arena involves change.  Still, Nucor managers had always said 

that the company’s historic success was inextricably bound to the culture -  

a presumption with which Coblin agreed - and the unspoken worry was in the air 

that compromising the culture would affect a downturn in their fortunes.  

Yamato Steel 
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It was not inconsiderable that over the last 

several years Nucor had expanded into many 

and varied US geographic areas. In every case 

the new employees had come to welcome 

Nucor’s culture and the mill had flourished. 

Therefore, Coblin asked himself, in light of deep 

cultural differences, couldn’t Nucor’s culture 

succeed virtually anywhere in the world?  
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