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Why Doesn't Everybody Nucor? 

A Working Manager™ Series by Helen Kelly 

 

 

Article Six 
Why the Englishman never left 

 

Ricky House, Joan Chalfont, and David Wagg – all at Nucor’s Tuscaloosa, Alabama mill – talked 

with Helen. Ricky House is a Production Team Lead at the Melt Shop. Joan is Payroll and Benefits 

Administrator at the Tuscaloosa mill. David Wagg is the Division Controller.   

             

Ricky House                  Joan Chalfont                 David Wagg  

How Nucor introduces and embeds the culture  

In the early 1980s George Tippins, an engineer with more than a dozen patents for 

machines and metals processes and Chairman of Tippins Machinery Company, 

patented a way to make steel plate from [purchased] slabs using the Steckel Mill 

rolling technology.  In 1986 Tippins Industries and three partners launched a 

company and built a Steckel rolling mill in Tuscaloosa, Alabama to demonstrate 

the new process. The company was called Tuscaloosa Steel Corporation. In 1991 

British Steel*, one of the original partners, took 100% ownership of the company 

and continued to operate it under the Tuscaloosa Steel Corporation name.   

In 1995 British Steel decided to make slabs directly on site and an electric arc 

furnace, a ladle metallurgical furnace, a continuous slab caster and a new 

equalizing furnace were added.    

Far from its parent company following the purchase by British Steel - and with 

many of the original Tuscaloosa employees still there - the mill grew up 

autonomous and independent. David Wagg, a then-British Steel Accounting 

Manager sent from England to look after the mill’s finances, describes its early 

operations as “a friendly Mom and Pop shop.”  

 

* On 6th October 1999 British Steel and Koninklijke Hoogovens merged to form Corus.  
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On a number of occasions, particularly during the steel industry downturn, the 

unions made an attempt to organize the workforce but were rejected each time.  

 

There were eight astounding differences that employees welcomed  

long before they did the Nucor Incentive Bonus plan. - David Wagg 

When British Steel took over, people were basically content, David said. 

Production workers earned a good base hourly rate and everyone shared in a 

common bonus program linked to safety, profitability and achievement of pre-

determined targets. Everyone enjoyed working together as the company grew 

through the 1990’s and into the early 2000,s although these times were not without 

their difficulties and uncertainties as the world steel industry was going through a 

period of severe downturn.  

This uncertainty led Corus to seek a buyer for its North American 

facilities as its strategy moved to focus on its European businesses. 

In 2004 the company was sold to Nucor Corporation, renamed Nucor 

Steel Tuscaloosa, Inc and a new chapter in the history of the 

company commenced at a time that the world steel industry 

appeared to be coming out of the doldrums.  

After Nucor bought us, complacency was turned on its ear, and 

nothing has been the same since. They moved decision making 

about how best to do the job to the lowest possible level within the 

company. It was a shock and a wonder, and for most employees, 

once out of the daze, it was the most interesting thing that had ever 

happened at work. Of course it took a little time for the culture to take 

root, but Nucor orchestrated the transition brilliantly.  

Looking across the stories, from the first day following the acquisition of the plant 

by Nucor, there were eight astounding differences that employees welcomed long 

before they did the Nucor Incentive Bonus plan.  
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1. Decisions and resources went to the front line. 

2. Nucor focused on weekly quality steel tons and profitability, not annual Profit 

and Loss. 

3. Nucor spoke of ownership, not employment. 

4. Do it right replaced do it this way (or else). 

5. Trying and learning replaced right and wrong. 

6. Follow-through replaced empty promises. 

7. Pride replaced politics. 

8. Improvements deposed promotion as the goal. 

Here’s how David, Joan and Ricky tell the story of the transition “from everything 

else” to Nucor Steel.  

Ricky House and Joan Chalfont tell the story 

“’Welcome to Nucor; here’s your pay cut’ was the fear of many hourly employees,” 

David recalled. “But on day one, Nucor got all employees together and explained 

that there was an option to the current pay system.  Yes, hourly rates were lower 

but the trade off was the opportunity to earn unlimited weekly bonus. No 

guarantees; it would depend on initiative, hard work and maximizing the 

production of quality tons.”  

  

You couldn’t help but yearn for the higher Nucor earnings,  

but you just felt that there had to be some trick or hidden 

cost. 

In the end ... we were clamoring for it. - Ricky House 

 

“At the meeting when they told us about the Incentive Bonus System,” Ricky said, 

“we were uneasy. They made promises but we didn’t trust them. We’d all heard 

promises before.”  

So of course no one wanted to go on to the Incentive Bonus 

System. People were afraid they’d lose their jobs, so they 

hung back. A lot of people thought the new owners were 

either miserly or out of touch, to put it politely.  

But that was OK with Nucor. Each week we received  

the usual pay slip showing our earnings based on the old hourly rates and an 

example Nucor pay slip showing what we would have earned that very same week 

in pay and bonus based on our output in steel tons.   
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You couldn’t help but yearn for the higher Nucor earnings, but you just felt that 

there had to be some trick or hidden cost. There had to be; they were 

management. In the end, though, we were all convinced and the new earnings 

structure was put in place around four months after the acquisition by which time 

we were all clamoring for it.   

“So initially the incentive pay system was out there as an “option”, and we could 

decide the timetable for implementing it but that didn’t keep Nucor from sending 

out shock wave number two,” Ricky continued. “They put production right in 

charge of decisions. We’d run the shop, improve reliability and increase tonnage."  

What a change from Corus. There, if the rolling mill was down, we’d idle the hot 

mill.  Nucor said if anything goes wrong, keep as much as you can going, get 

everyone together, get it fixed as fast as you can and learn from it. Before, if we 

were stacked up (with slabs) on the ground, we’d wait till the inventory went down. 

When Nucor came in, we’d keep running. If we put slabs to inventory,  

the Mill ran harder and ate them up. Our job, they said, was to steadily attack 

bottlenecks so we could steadily increase production.  

Polite yet patronizing was no more.  

It was pride everywhere. What a difference and what a relief!  

Joan Chalfont said of Tuscaloosa’s transition to Nucor.  

“I still marvel at Nucor’s genius,” Joan said; “not just for giving 

us the time for the pay benefits to dawn, but in the way the managers conducted 

themselves with honesty, integrity and approachable friendliness.  Of course not 

everyone saw the benefits right away.  People hung back, waiting for what they 

perceived as the real Nucor to show itself - and it wasn’t benevolence they 

expected to finally see.  So it took a few months.  But in that time, not one Nucor 

manager or employee even once attempted to influence us.”  

Joan has been at the mill since Tippins built it.  She continues her eye-witness 

account of the transition.   

I’d always enjoyed my job with Tippins and then under  

British Steel, but nothing prepared me for Nucor.   

There were a few very big differences that gradually changed 

our culture to what we have today.  

First, individuals closest to the job made the big decisions.   

That was a shock because I had been used to the traditional 

hierarchical structure under British Steel. 
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If I had an opinion on an issue I took it to my supervisor and if they didn’t like what 

I said, it ended there -- which I don’t mention as a complaint; that was simply how 

it worked. 

Now decisions are much more openly discussed, we each have control, with 

responsibility and accountability for, our own areas.  It is such a comfortable 

relationship we don’t worry, question or agonize about any differences we just get 

on and do what it takes to get the job done efficiently and effectively.   

As an example, in the very first week 

after Nucor took over, they asked me to 

evaluate my systems for efficiency and 

then go ahead and make changes or 

set up new systems.  

 

If I needed additional resources, I could make the case. What did they mean?  I 

was pretty excited! Suddenly I didn’t have to check with anyone. Of course, the 

support was there if I wanted or needed it. Asking questions was a sign of 

strength, managers said. I would be responsible, not just accountable, and the 

company, not just managers, would support me. At the time this seemed too good 

to be true but time has proven that this really is the 'Nucor Way.'  

The next and equally important change was that management meant what they 

said and set the example by doing it themselves. They said they wanted our help. 

‘Tell us what we need to know,’ they said, and since we had nothing to lose we 

told them what we thought needed to change and waited for them to lock the 

gates. Instead they actually listened. There were lots and lots of employee 

meetings and the managers – along with the production teams and the staff - 

investigated every suggestion.  

Fresh air 

Also the managers treated us equally, and as professional colleagues.  The new 

General Manager was a model of respect and a breath of fresh air in two ways.  

He was both honest and straightforward and ALWAYS treated me with the utmost 

respect.  He came to talk with me and over the first couple of months spent time 

getting to know me; and, he always gave me honest and complete information.   

I had previously been accustomed to memos and information on a need to know 

basis.  From that first meeting with the GM I felt like a valued member of the 

company – and nothing has changed in the two and a half years since then.  
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At meetings in those first few weeks, Nucor people asked us to help one another 

instead of noticing that someone had made a mistake, and the managers did that 

when we struggled. Right from the start they said all these things out loud.  

Hearing those things said out loud changed everyone’s attitude. People stopped 

talking about doing things right or wrong and started talking about how to do things 

even better and do them together as one team.   

Maybe one of the best things we saw in those first months is how they said no. 

“Everyone is free to disagree,” they said, “as long as you do it not only with respect 

but genuinely showing respect for differences of opinion.”  You could see that they 

meant it and it has been like that ever since.  People propose things and 

sometimes the managers say no, but they don’t just say no, they explain  

the reason why and discuss it with you and if you can convince them otherwise 

with facts and reasoning, they are prepared to change their minds and support  

the proposal.  

So when they say no, you might be disappointed but never degraded and you 

always come away knowing how to prepare a case that little bit more thoroughly 

next time.  No matter the outcome you always feel you have been treated with 

respect and listened to. 

Polite yet patronizing was no more: it was pride everywhere  

"What a difference and what a relief. Polite yet patronizing was no more. It was 

pride everywhere,” Joan said, “and maybe that’s the story of the transition.  

Managers shared in the excitement every time we tried something, and really 

cared about how we felt in the bigger picture of life and work. They set the 

example and they cared.  I can’t stress that enough – it was so refreshing.   

We could see that they were genuinely nice people. I have not met a Nucor 

manager who didn’t show respect for my opinion.  They all display honesty, 

integrity and a strong belief in helping all employees become the best that they 

want to become".   

“It took a short while before everyone opted for the Nucor pay plan, but that’s 

because Nucor paced it; after four months the vote to adopt Nucor’s pay system 

was unanimous,” Ricky House said, “but it only took a few weeks to take on that 

new sense of real responsibility and ownership.”  Ricky has been an hourly 

employee since 1999.  He is an LMF Team Leader.  LMF is an acronym for Ladle 

Metallurgical Furnace.  Molten steel goes from the Electric Arc Furnace to the 

Ladle Metallurgical Furnace where processes remove impurities and adjust the 

alloy content to the customer’s requirements.  He leads a team of four, and tells us 

about the transition to Nucor’s culture as the production teams experienced it."  
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 “Tippins and Corus managers were friendly but they did 

stand over your shoulder somewhat," Joan continued. 

“What’s important for this story is that the managers 

dictated how we’d solve problems. ‘This is how we did it 

in the past and this is how we’ll do it now.’ If you had 

ideas about other ways, you didn’t mention them."   

Nucor was 180 degrees in the opposite direction. 

Almost immediately after taking over, they called a meeting and told us that they’d 

hold each individual to high personal accountability. They stressed safety, and 

instead of just talking about it and teaching courses about it – which we’d gotten 

used to, I’m sorry to say – they said we’d each be accountable for it.   

They introduced the concept of personal responsibility for safety and made us 

individually accountable for our actions from a safety stand point.   

Safety violations became an integral part of the disciplinary process with the 

possibility that repeat violators could lose their jobs. But not only did this apply to 

us hourly employees but also to salaried employees up to and including the GM. 

We quickly learnt that we were all in this together; all held to the same high safety 

standards. Yes, there was some coaching but we already had the basic tools in 

place, what we didn’t have was accountability.   

Early on, the General Manager - whose office was no longer the upstairs corner 

office out of the way but downstairs where his open door policy made him easily 

accessible to all employees and not just the Managers – told us the Team Leads 

would run the shop. Immediately we had more frequent Team Meetings, and in a 

short time we were leading the meetings – something I’d never done before.  

Our Supervisor was there to provide guidance and help. The Supervisor explained 

that if he or she offers assistance, I can 

accept or I can say I don’t need it. At first 

we had trouble believing it but we learned 

that this is the Nucor way. The people 

doing the job manage the job.  

Going wrong 

It seemed OK until the first time 

something actually did go wrong.  

Then we expected all the fine talk would 

thin out into the usual: find out whose fault it is, punish the individual, and then,  

even if it cost the company millions, you don’t hear about it again.   
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Not so with Nucor. They brought us together and asked us to figure out what had 

happened and how to prevent the same happening again. Then they sent us out to 

explain to others what had happened so the same didn’t happen to them.   

It was a shock, to say the least, but it felt great. The chains were off and I guess 

you get used to freedom easily. People had confidence. Right away I was holding 

myself to a higher standard and I’ve never gone back from that. I was continuously 

challenging myself. It all happened so fast I didn’t know how that could be. I could 

demonstrate my ability even though I’d never been to college.  I had found my way 

to grow, and best of all I believed that the sky was the limit.  

It was similar for me, David Wagg said.  I was from England where 

family and university and qualifications and networks play a big 

part in your success. Being smart, creative and talented in a 

particular field did matter but it took longer to get noticed because 

people often looked at paper qualifications first and the individual 

last.   

With Nucor it’s the individual first - can they do the job, do they 

have the necessary skill-sets – if not, how can we develop them so 

that they are ready when the next opportunity comes along. The continuous drive 

to train and develop people to the best of their abilities was a refreshing change.  

Also under Nucor one of the first things they did was to insist on first name terms 

for all employees from the GM down. This immediately put everyone on an equal 

footing. Some employees found it hard to break the habit but slowly but surely 

another barrier was broken down. Conversations became less formal and uptight 

and became genuine two-way discussions.   

It took me a little while to adapt but now I find that employees are more willing to 

talk, share their concerns, be more honest and tell me what they want me to know 

and not what they think I want to hear. Employees feel that I am now more 

approachable and friendly and joke about how American I’ve become, but what 

they really means, of course, is that I’ve become Nucor.  

Why doesn't everyone Nucor? 

“Nucor introduced the culture by showing the way,” Joan said reflectively.  

“It makes me wonder what all the management fuss is all about.  Why doesn’t 

everyone just do it like Nucor?”  
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