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As one of the biggest companies in the world that produce personal-care paper-based products, Kimberly-Clark has an obligation to minimize negative impact on world, that its products are causing. As the time progresses, the global warming threats have become an important reason for customers to want better products for the world, such as plastic free baby wipes. This company’s purpose of ‘Better Care for a Better World’ looks at sustainability not only in their products, but also in the way they have been produced (Press Release, 2022). In recent years, baby wipes have become very popular and not only in parents. Most people were not aware that these single-use wipes were containing plastic, until UK government decided to act on reducing the amount of plastic used in the country (Pajda, 2018).
Baby wipes have always been produced containing some amount of plastic, and one of Kimberly-Clark’s innovation goals were to manufacture 100% plastic-free baby wipes. There are hundreds of mills across the globe that produce Kimberly-Clark’s products, however only a few produces baby wipes, one of them being based in Flint. At the time of this brand-new innovation, Flint mill did not have capability of producing these types of wipes, therefore an external manufacturer was used to launch first ever Huggies plastic-free wipes into the new market, and the company took one step closer to sustainable future (Newsroom, 2019).
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Even though Kimberly-Clark already had plastic-free baby wipes product in the market, it was being produced by an external manufacturer, costing not only a lot of money, but also the risk of not controlling the manufacturing process according to Kimberly-Clark’s procedures. Almost immediately after the launch, research was going into developing processes on how to bring this plastic-free production back in-house. 
By this time, Flint mill had undergone an extensive project which improved manufacturing capacity – extra machinery was installed to allow for faster production, resulting in bigger volumes. This increase in capacity meant that there was a possibility of introduction of brand-new product in the mill, and this is how project Caveman was born – plastic-free baby wipe production in Flint mill.
By bringing the product to in-house production, company would save $2.5 million per year, and would be able to better control quality of product. Furthermore, making these wipes on Kimberly-Clark’s own specific equipment would maintain current Huggies customer experience, such as dispensation, own formulation benefits and new specification. By being able to produce this type of product themselves, Kimberly-Clark also can develop different variants of product without needing to pay more money for an external manufacturer.
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One of the biggest challenges to launch this product in-house was knowing that by the end of 2022, some of Kimberly-Clark’s biggest customers will be removing all plastic wipes from their stores. This was crucial for the timeline of project Caveman, as they needed to launch before the end of 2022. The original launch was planned to be May 2022, however after doing some trials on the converting asset in late 2021, it was concluded that specific equipment change parts will be needed to allow product to be packed in cases. This was not in the original project plans. These specific parts are only made by the external supplier of case packers in France and are always on a very long lead time. This added extra couple of months to the project’s timeline – now it being July 2022.
As the time went on, no correspondence from parts supplier in France – Sidel – was brought up to an escalation, until they finally responded. They were getting delayed, meaning that parts would not be ready for July, and because of French summer holidays in August, the company would not receive these parts until September time. 
At the same time, the news from the biggest customer for Kimberly-Clark emerged, where Tesco announced that they will be removing all wipes containing plastic from their stores from June 2022 (Murray & Meadows, 2022). As this was a huge impact for the business, the Caveman project could not launch without these supplier parts. On top of this, internal issues in packaging artwork production delayed timeline even more, so there was no way this product was going to be produced earlier than October 2022.
Understanding this whole issue and what it meant for the business (losing Tesco as a customer would potentially close the Flint mill), an option to hand-pack plastic-free baby wipes was discussed. Due to original Caveman artwork delays, the project teams had to come up with another sub-project and use an existing artwork, but change it ever so slightly, so that it can be used in production. This sub-project was called Smurf and had a timeline of 3 months – from start to finish, with the production starting in August. This was a huge operation for the mill, an extensive support plan was developed to ensure the product can be made with a high quality in a safe manner, whilst having 30 external hand-packers on site to supervise each day.
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As the specification for plastic-free baby wipes showed the size of pack to be the smallest the mill has ever made, there were additional equipment change parts needed, as well as changes to other equipment that have never been done before during a code change-over but will be needed to do now. As previously mentioned, – case packer change parts were a big issue, however, there were also changes needed to make to multi-baggers which put in specific number of single packs into one bigger pack. This has always been set-up on pack width and height, however with the new smaller product coming in, this all needed to be adjusted, and added into the changeover manual. 
None of these changes could have been made by the individuals working in the mill, and although very expensive, the external engineer support from vendors were crucial. As it is not possible to hire the expert to work for the company full-time, specific personnel were picked to work alongside the external engineers, to learn and see what they are doing, to minimise a future need to pay for these engineers to come on site. This has already proven to be the right option, as couple of mill’s operators were able to build a brand-new recipe on a case packer without external support.
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The biggest but simplest of things that was used was team meetings on a regular basis through Teams/Zoom. This simple method of communication meant that project team members from all over the country was able to call in and be updated on the progress of the project. An excel spreadsheet of the timeline was shared to keep track of actions and any delays. It was a very easy and quick way to get up to speed on the latest regarding the project and served as a forum to raise concerns or escalations for a higher level of support within the business.
Prior to any product launch, project team must research whether this would even be possible. To do this, trials take place, where specific amount of time is taken out of production line to see how this new product would act on the line. If it was to fail in a trial, the project team would have to think of a different way to develop their product, and current idea would be obsolete. During first Caveman trial, the team did not know what to expect, the trial had its objectives, however it was very clearly communicated that the mill has never tried to convert plastic-free base sheet before, and it could fail right at the beginning of the trial. However, this proved wrong, and the mill was able to produce a better-quality stack than at-the-time manufacturer of Huggies plastic-free wipes.
Every new change is managed at a specific stake-holder level and this process is called Safe Management of Change (sMOC). The bigger the change, the higher the level of sMOC is. In this instance, this change was a high level sMOC, as it has never been done before and affects so many areas. This process calls for the owner to put together basis of change report of what is the current situation vs what is the proposed change. Full checklist follows this, that calls out various risks across wide range of areas (Environment, operations, quality, PCO, ECO, CCO etc). Against all of these, the owner must tick applicable or not, if applicable then assign action. This is shared in a meeting involving all stakeholders, who can challenge the risks at any time and add to them. Once happy, all stakeholders sign off on the change whilst it is at various stages. For example, initial heads-up on a change lets stakeholders know that it will happen. Next comes actions list, if everyone agrees it is all good and there are no additional risks, it gets signed off. Following that, comes proof of actions having been done, and then launch, all of which must be approved prior the start-up and production. This process ensures the safe delivery of project and eliminates any high risks that have not been thought about prior to start-up and serves as a tool for planning for success.
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Project Caveman heavily relied on external suppliers and their support. For this project to launch in previously not compatible mill required working with six different external suppliers – Sidel for case packer changes, Optima for multi-bagger changes, PFM for flow-wrapper changes, Aralar for their plastic-free base sheet, as the mill is not capable of manufacturing its own, and lastly – Rextac for their clip adhesive and Nordson for their glue melter support.
Sidel case packer part and installation proved to be most difficult for the whole project, due to their poor communication as well as constant delays which resulted in the whole project being delayed by five months. Once change parts were obtained, their engineers had to come on-site to install them and create a recipe on case packer robots. This took a lot of time for planning, especially production planner to align all other production to enable time-out required at the specified time. 
Optima support for multi-bagger change required external engineer to come on-site and set up machinery to be able to pack specific number of individual packs into a single bag. Both Optima and Sidel support was managed by a Kimberly-Clark engineer from Research and Development department external to the mill, but this still involved people from engineering team in mill to work along with.
PFM are vendors for Kimberly-Clark’s flow-wrapper equipment. Due to the low stack-height of Caveman product that mill has never produced before, PFM had to design a new funnel guide of all flow-wrappers for wet stacks, which they then had to install and commission on site during production and create new recipes. This was managed by the innovations process engineer from the mill. 
Currently, Flint mill has no capability of making plastic-free base sheet, they only make coform. Aralar is a company in Spain who make wetlace plastic-free base sheet. This is the crucial part of the Caveman product, but as it is made in another country, an extensive research, communication, and audits were done to ensure their product would fit with the proposed specification of Huggies. The import of these reels proved to be challenging in cost for the size of reels they would supply as well as storage on-site and quality testing required for them as for Kimberly-Clark’s quality management systems. An external warehouse storage had to be determined to hold the reels in UK and only be delivered to the mill prior to the production. This process was challenged during unexpected project delays, as the reels were delivered ready to be used in June 2022, but the project ended up launching only in October 2022.
Last external support addition to project Caveman is Rextac in USA, who provides a broad range of polymers that provide adhesion across a broad range of materials. In Flint mill converting process, adhesive is applied on each wipe clip to stick them together and aid in dispensation of product. During initial trials of Aralar base sheet, it was noticed that current adhesive used in Flint mill was not compatible with this new base sheet, so project team got in touch with the supplier to develop an adhesive that would work. Workshop bench top trials were done, that gave an indication the new adhesive would work on both – plastic-free product and current coform. As this external provider only supplied glue, the mill had to have Nordson support in as their equipment is used in the mill to melt and apply glue to the product. They have provided their engineer support during trials as well as the actual first production, unfortunately this adhesive has not worked and is currently still work in progress.
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This innovation project fell into company’s strategic plan towards sustainable future and brought various types of plastic-free Huggies wipes to the market. The decision to launch the sub-project Smurf to maintain Tesco as a customer ensured that Huggies wipes did not get delisted from the store. 
Project Caveman was the right project to launch as the consumers have started to focus on plastic-free wipes, however the management of project could have been better and mill team should have been involved much sooner in the overall timeline of the project. At the research stages of the innovation, project lead could have reached out to the mill and explained what the new product would be, and it would have been escalated sooner that change parts will be required. This would have ensured that Sidel parts would have been ordered sooner and project would have stayed on original timeline.
The unexpected need for change parts led to extra capital expenses, which had to be approved at a higher level. The cost for parts came to $200k, without including installation support for all other external engineers – Sidel, Nordson and PFM. Even though business was aware of the importance of getting these costs approved to avoid project delay, it took a while to go through, adding a month delay to project’s timeline.
The launch of this project took a lot of effort from external and internal teams, especially the hand-packing operation that lasted for two weeks. Daily interactive planning meetings had to be scheduled for everyone to align on actions raised from operations teams. The product had a lot of quality issues off specification, and it had to launch with four regulatory approved deviations to allow production. The wipe folds in stack were off centre-lines and clip adhesive was not working as it should, due to the properties of the new base sheet. Further research and trials should have been done prior to the launch to eliminate all issues that surrounds this product’s manufacturing, but due to the constant timeline delays and pressure from customers, this was rushed.
Currently, the production of this has been improved since the original launch, however the operations still have a lot of issues with this, and the mill has not been able to reach targeted Rate of Operation. The mill team has put together specific group of people to concentrate on improvements regarding Caveman project as a KATA team, based on Toyota’s mapping methodology and value stream mapping (Rother & Shook, 2003). This KATA team works on continuous improvements and process efficiency.
Constant project delay also affected other product development. There were 3 large scale projects planned to launch in 2022, with Caveman in May, Kilimanjaro in August, and Bubble in October. Due to Caveman delays overlapping with other product launches, business decided to prioritize Caveman over others. This had a knock-on effect to other two projects, and their teams had to rework their timelines whilst trying to maintain their customers happy.
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Project Caveman innovation was necessary and business critical, however the launch of it was messy and has left the mill with a lot of problems to solve. Going by Satell’s innovation mapping matrix, this innovation will fall into Sustainable Innovation category, as it’s aim is to improve on already existing product and aligns with company’s strategy for sustainable future. This type of innovation also focuses on products that consumers are already familiar with, therefore improvement on these will lead to a good customer feedback (Satell, 2017).
According to Kahn, innovation can be one of the three – an outcome, a process, or a mindset (Kahn, 2018).  If comparing project Caveman to Kahn’s ideas, it falls into the innovation as an outcome area. This type of innovation focuses on what will be the result of innovation, in this instance, a new product.
Tidd and Bessant look at innovation as a whole process that can be applied across broad range of areas. They state that a good business idea is not enough to launch a successful innovation. The company needs to have a strong organisational structure, have innovation-oriented mindset and be able to lead and implement innovation product (Tidd & Bessant, 2020). With project Caveman, there was a clear innovation strategy and plan on how to implement it, however the execution part of implementation was not well.
Overall, this innovation aligns with a few best practise examples, however the project should have been researched and trialled sooner and more times to eliminate all issues currently being worked on prior to the first production. The product should have been at the stage of innovation that once it’s been put on the converting asset into the first production, the issues would be minimal, if any.
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