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PRODUCT LAYOUTS
A product layout, also referred to as a straight-line layout, works well for repetitive or continuous 
flow processes used to produce a highly standardized product with high and constant demand. The 
machines or work centers are arranged according to a predetermined sequence of operations needed 
to produce the product. Materials enter the system at the first work center at one end of the line, and 
finished products come out from the last work center at the end of the line. In between, partly fin-
ished goods travel automatically from one work center to another, and the output of one work center 
becomes the input for the next. For example, if you visited a sugar factory, you would see that raw 
sugar cane fed in at one end of the mill comes out as refined sugar at the other end. Figure 9.9 shows 
a product layout for a sugar factory. A similar layout can be observed in a paper mill. The wood pulp 
is fed into the first work center and eventually comes out as paper at the other end.

The biggest advantage of a product layout is that high levels of efficiency and capacity utilization 
can be achieved. Product layouts can also provide a sort of closed system that works well if the pro-
duction is highly automated and the product being produced cannot be contaminated, such as when 
pharmaceuticals are being manufactured. The greatest disadvantage of the layout is its inflexibility 
because it is built for a single purpose. Any change in the design of the product or significant increases 
or decreases in demand will require a complete redesign of the layout.

When increased communication and teamwork among workers on the shop floor is needed, then 
a U-shaped layout like that shown in Figure 9.10 is better than a product layout. Many household 
appliances such as blenders, coffeemakers, and toaster ovens can be produced using a U-shaped lay-
out. A U-shaped layout is an improvement over the straight-line layout because it is more compact, 
which minimizes the handling of materials. It is also more flexible because workers can handle jobs 
in multiple workstations. In addition, U-shaped layouts allow workers, material handlers, and super-
visors to have an unobstructed view of the entire line and to travel efficiently between workstations 
because there are typically fewer walls and partitions in a U-shaped layout. Research has also shown 
that under certain conditions, U-shaped layouts can significantly improve the labor productivity of 
assembly line processes.22

FIGURE 9.9: Product Layout for a Sugar Factory
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FIGURE 9.10: U-shaped Layout
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Product layout: 
a layout type that is 
used for repetitive 
or continuous flow 
processes used to 
produce a highly 
standardized product 
with high and constant 
demand, also referred to 
as a straight-line layout

U-shaped layout:
a compact layout in
the shape of a U that
allows workers to
handle jobs in multiple
workstations, gives
workers an unobstructed
view of the entire line, 
and allows workers to
travel efficiently between
workstations


