TWO KANBAN SYSTEMS AT THE STUDENT RECREATION CENTER
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While kanban systems are primarily used to control the flow of material through man​ufacturing operations, it is not unusual to find kanban-like systems controlling the flow of customers through service-oriented value-adding systems like the Student recreation Center (SRC). For example, the number of harnesses available on the climbing wall will obviously limit the number of climbers who can use the wall at one time. The number available can be adjusted to fit the current configuration of the wall (e.g., the level of difficulty affects the speed at which a climber progresses and there​fore the number of people who can be using it safely) or the number of SRC staff on-hand. In another case, the number of stepping stools available in the step aerobic room controls the size of the," drop-in" class.
There are, however, two examples where a kanban approach can be seen control​ling the flow of material, rather than patrons, through the SRC. The SRC provides clean towels at no charge for patrons to use while inside the facility.  When they leave, patrons are asked to toss the used towels into a large laundry basket at the equipment checkout area near the exit. In the past, the staff would wait until a large batch of towels was dirty, then call the university trucking office to have them transferred to the university's main laundry facility. The laundry washes these towels along with towels, bed and table linens, athletic uniforms, and other types of laundry from all other university facilities. To keep the transfer costs down, the SRC only transferred large batches of towels to and from the laundry. It would take a few days to get towels back from the laundry; meanwhile, the SRC maintained large inventory of both clean and dirty towels.

Recently a new system was implemented. At the laundry facility, clean towels are strapped into bundles and coded with colored tags that indicate the number of towels in the bundle. While the size of the bundles varies with the "customer," the recreation center gets red tag bundles, which contain 100 towels each. When a bundle of towels is opened, its red tag is placed on a peg near the baskets of used towels. Baskets contain​ing used towels are picked up and bundles of clean towels are delivered daily by the laundry's delivery service from each campus location that uses towels. While at the SRC, the delivery van driver delivers the bundled towels that are on the truck that day and collects the dirty towels and loose red tags that are hanging on the peg. Later at the laundry facility, the dirty towels are laundered and the tags are used to load the truck with the next day's delivery.

With daily deliveries, it takes less than two days from the time a tag is removed from a clean bundle of towels until it returns to the SRC attached to another clean bundle. The recreation center uses about 20 towels per hour over the 15 hours per day that it is open. This means that a bundle lasts about five hours, three bundles would last about a day, and from six to seven tags must be in the system. However, the num​ber of tags can be adjusted up or down for out-of-the-ordinary circumstances. For example, on a holiday when the laundry is closed but the SRC is open, it takes as many as five days for a tag to come back. To plan for this situation, 15 or 16 tags are put into the system a couple of days earlier—that's the original 6-7 plus 9 or 10 extra.

A second use of a kanban-like system is in the pro shop. When the SRC first opened, the pro shop operated as a separate profit center dealing with four main distributors of sporting equipment and apparel, independent of the bookstore and other areas on campus that also dealt with the same distributors. Because their vol​ume was low relative to the other outlets on campus, the pro shop couldn't get as favorable business terms from its suppliers. For instance, lead-time on orders was sometimes as long as two weeks, payment terms were less desirable, and fewer price discounts were available. They also had to limit their variety more than they wanted. After a year of operation, a student employee who had worked in the book​store before coming to the SRC suggested that they piggyback onto the bookstore system. After some investigation, a new system was developed: The athletic prod​ucts carried at the bookstore and pro shops were standardized. The "athletic" subset of the bookstore's inventory contains all of the items available at the pro shop. The inventory of the pro shop is now pulled out of the ^bookstore. Sales recorded on the point of sales (POS) terminal at the pro shop are tallied on the bookstore's com​puter. Replenishments are sent via university mail couriers on a daily basis, In this case, the POS terminals essentially are sending an electronic kanban with each pro shop transaction. Management can adjust the total number of items available in the pro shop as special events occur or seasonal factors cause demand fluctuations. The combined volume of the bookstore and the pro shop has increased their "clout" with the suppliers. The pro shop can now offer a wider variety of items, keep prices competitive, and carry less inventory due to the daily delivery.

