A New Agent of Change

This article is a first-person account of the experience of Carlos Ghosn
, who in 1999 became the CEO of Nissan
, the Japanese automotive group. His appointment came after the company where he worked, French automaker Renault, purchased about a third of Nissan's shares. The tie-up between these two companies came after Nissan began to lose its standing in the competitive global auto market, was running short of cash, and was not able to secure a relationship with either Ford or DaimlerChrysler. Ghosn had already had success leading operations around the globe. From his arrival in Tokyo to late 2001, he has led Nissan through a considerable change process in which some difficult decisions were made.

Nissan, as a Japanese corporation, had some cultural and business practices that were characteristically Japanese. These included life-long guarantees of employment, promotion based mostly on seniority, and commitment to a "keiretsu" of aligned companies that typically do business together. The appointment of Ghosn was thus a difficult decision for the leaders of Nissan to make, given that he was both a foreigner and an outsider to Japan. As it turned out, this was only typical of a series of radical moves that followed, as Ghosn made numerous decisions in his efforts to reinvigorate the Nissan company, and also to integrate Nissan into Renault.

Ghosn's influence over company change was widely felt. He prompted engineers, through cross-functional teams he established, to examine manufacturing specifications and to focus on efficency and cost-effectiveness. In one example, the quality standards for headlight reflectors were far ahead of the competition's. The extra work and cost of meeting the company's own standards were creating a high level of rejected parts and higher cost, but the quality standard was not being rewarded in the marketplace. In another example, he divested Nissan's investment in one of its competitors, disturbing a long-standing cooperative relationship. 

Ghosn's activities mark him as a change agent in an organization culture that has not been favorable to rapid change. Here are some questions on how his activities at Nissan shed light on organizational change.



TALKING IT OVER AND THINKING IT THROUGH!
1. Ghosn was brought in from the outside to lead Nissan because of difficulties the company was facing. In this situation, what do you think are the major criteria or standards that Ghosn used when making decisions at Nissan? Why are they important? 

2. According to the article, did Ghosn have experience making decisions like this? 

3. Nissan decided to "ditch the seniority rule" for promotion and job retention. When this criterion is abandoned, does it make promotion and job retention decisions a more routine or a more unusual decision? 

4. If seniority is not the key criterion for promotion, what should replace it? 

5. Nissan talked to DaimlerChrysler and Ford before settling on Renault. Renault showed respect by maintaining the high per-share price that had been in their original offer to buy a stake in Nissan, even though they could have reduced their offering price in the face of Nissan's strong need to strike some kind of deal. Why is this important in an organizational change process? 

THINKING ABOUT THE FUTURE!
Much of the best thinking about the future of Nissan is presented in the article itself: Ghosn presents impressive performance results that Nissan achieved from his ascendance to leadership at the company to the time when the article was written. This vindicates, to some extent, the radical changes that he made and the replacement of culturally long-standing traditions that were elements of Japanese corporate culture with more western, performance-driven standards. However, it is still true that his methods were shocking, and the criticism he received from the Japanese press are only hinted at in the article. Clearly, culture has a lot to do with setting decision standards in international settings, and with the ways that standards are used and alternative solutions are considered. Readers should take from this article and these questions not just a sense that Ghosn's methods are right in every case, but instead that change can be managed by determined leaders who are willing to modify long-lived ways of doing things. All leaders who do this may have the same initial success as Ghosn -- but don't count on it!
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Corporations Urge Workers to Stay Longer

In recent years, corporations were bulging with a huge pool of applicants to fill just about any staffing need. DaimlerChrysler was among several corporations that offered early retirement to its older autoworkers. The acceptance of this offer was so popular that the ratio of employees who opted to leave the company to those who remained was unequal and the company faced a skills shortage. Two other auto giants, GM and Ford, trimmed its early-retirement program policies as they watched Chrysler's early-retirement staffing dilemma. Let's take a look at what may be influencing labor force planning.

Because of future economic growth and the impact of downsizing, companies are beginning to reexamine how they recruit for positions. With at least half of the auto industry's workforce qualified to retire within five years, one human resource strategy is to maintain a "constant pipeline of qualified candidates." Organizations such as Fidelity Investments use resources such as Athauria.com  a web site that can classify a large pool of internal and external candidates.

Agilent Technologies, Bonne Bell, IBM Canada, and Monsanto are all offering incentives to lure former employees back to the company. Older workers are being asked not to retire early, and some companies are improving their facilities by including company perks such as fitness centers reserved for the senior population. The competition for talented employees grows wider and skilled workers will have the edge on maximizing opportunities to provide service.



TALKING IT OVER AND THINKING IT THROUGH!
1. Describe some of the staffing practices used at Ford, Fidelity Investments, and IBM Canada to meet labor force demands. As a manager, what practices would you use to attract and retain talent? Identify from your text strategic issues related to staffing an enterprise. 

2. If you were a boss, what are some of the benefits of retaining an older work force? Will this trend continue to affect companies? 

3. As one observer points out, "it's not that everybody is dying to be a free agent, it's that people are realizing they have no choice." Do you agree? Explain your reasoning. 
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Who is Answering the Customer Service Number?

Offering toll-free access to customer service is a key marketing and operations strategy for thousands of companies. Most consumers have had experience with calling for service, usually to check a balance, conduct a transaction, or solve a problem. In today's society, it's a common part of doing business with utility, credit card, travel, banking, or catalog companies. More customer contacts are being conducted over the Internet, but consumer companies doing business with the public have a huge need for effective and efficient ways of delivering customer service over the phone.

There are different ways of solving this challenge. For example, most people probably expect that when they call a company's toll-free number for help, they speak to a company employee. Paul's article points out how this assumption is not always valid. Increasingly, outside "call centers" provide an outsourcing solution to many companies' customer service needs. One such center in Waldboro, Maine, called Taction
, simultaneously services the call center needs of close to 50 brands, Chanel
 and Samsonite among them. Any Taction operator could be at any time expected to take calls for any of the brands and companies that Taction is servicing.

A decision to outsource customer service is complex, with many variables. Companies generally outsource if it is less costly to complete a task with outside suppliers than with in-house staff and resources. A company that outsourced its customer service function would probably expect to save money by doing so, compared with the costs of staff. According to Paul, however, using outside call centers is more expensive. If true, then companies that outsource call centers to solve customer service needs would have higher expenses. They may perceive a higher quality result, or see other potential gains. On the other hand, it seems strange to have a company's customer service -- a critical point for customer contact -- be staffed by some other company's employees.

In capacity planning, companies that manage large volumes of incoming or outgoing customer calls will estimate the total load they will face to determine what resources they will need. For toll-free customer services, there are technology and human resource issues. In the following questions, you can explore these and other aspects of the decision to outsource this work.



TALKING IT OVER AND THINKING IT THROUGH!
1. What are some key human resources issues that would come into play in managing a call center that delivered customer service on behalf of 10 companies?

2. What are some key success factors for individual agents working in call centers delivering customer service to multiple companies?

3. How would you measure the success of outsourcing customer service?

4. What technologies are used to make this work?

5. There are ways of measuring success (see number 3 above), but what are the corresponding risks of letting outsiders service your customers? 
  
Employee Grievance and Due Process

The office grapevine may be saturated with tales of employee misuse of company time, property, Web site usage, theft, and even substance abuse. Investigating employee misconduct on the job is not an easy task for employers. A reasonable and thorough investigation of employee behavior is advised before any disciplinary action is taken. With the proper documentation, a company may have a first-rate defense if an employee takes a case to court. On the other hand, if an employee is terminated unjustly, jury rewards to the individual for compensatory and punitive damages may be sizeable.

A retailer's warehouse reported food products missing from its inventory. The security guard reported that a supervisor was seen eating a bag of potato chips from the stock. Instead of talking to the employee and gathering facts from witnesses, the retailer fired the employee. Gossip spread through the company grapevine that the employee was terminated due to stealing. The disregard for due process while investigating this problem prompted the employee to sue the company, and the jury awarded her $90,000 in compensatory damages and $1.4 million in punitive damages.

Most analyses of employee delinquency or conduct are imperfect. However, companies can learn from the Arthur Andersen/Enron case. If the problem under investigation involves company finance, for example, it is more appropriate to appoint a member to the investigation committee who does not counsel the firm in financial matters. Establish a company policy that outlines the process and disciplinary actions to be taken should a problem arise. Investigate all complaints methodically and without delay to reduce company liability. Advance notification to employees of the employer's right to investigate misconduct will clarify the employee's right to privacy. Fair treatment, communication to the incumbents under scrutiny, and steady feedback demonstrates objectivity. An investigator appointed from an outside agency will reduce the risk of reprisals to employees if executive delinquency is being explored. Documentation, confidentiality, credible witnesses, and the employee's right to counsel are objective methods used to ensure a due process.



TALKING IT OVER AND THINKING IT THROUGH!
1. Why is it necessary for a company to have an established policy that outlines grievance and disciplinary procedures?

2. What are some disciplinary guidelines used by managers to ensure the fair treatment of employees? What are some of the grounds for dismissal?

3. How can a manager avoid wrongful discharge of an employee?



THINKING ABOUT THE FUTURE!
Organizations will continue to allocate the resources needed to effectively investigate company related problems before dispensing discipline. Clearly defined rules, regulations, and penalties, a clear appeals process, and a discipline process that highlights fairness will be vital in the management of human resources. A policy that favors due process while maintaining employee dignity will build a win-win environment.
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How Corporate Social Responsibility Evolves Around the World

One of the consequences of increasing globalization is the dissemination of corporate practices around the world. In more and more situations, there is a harmonization of practices and ways of doing business from one national and cultural setting to another. Indeed, the homogeneity or sameness created by this trend is one of the reasons that there are objections to globalization from many parties.

One area in which international standards are developing is that of corporate social responsibility. With many multi-national corporations, and so much attention paid to corporate behavior, it is not surprising that over time (too long a time, some might say), corporate standards for social responsibility are becoming global. The articles from Financial Times describe two elements of that increase.

Alison Maitland's story describes the issue from the perspective of one company. McDonald's gets an ample share of criticism for several reasons: it is one of the most prominent examples of global branding, the company appears to have a thin skin and not take kindly to criticism, and because of concerns over the overall nutritional quality of its food. Because it operates globally (in 121 countries), McDonald's faces these other issues all over the world in many different cultural settings. According to Maitland, McDonald's has been trying to confront the issues behind the criticism and to change its practices. The company cites changes in packaging, supply chain management, care of animals, and human resource management practices around the world. However, it also says that its franchise system, including 70 percent of its restaurants, limits what it can do as a company, because so many decisions are made by independent local entrepreneurs who are franchise owners.

Another impact of globalization is that more and more U.S. and European companies are sourcing their goods and services from developing countries. Cowe's article describes how some retailers and brand-name manufacturers are insisting that all of their suppliers establish and enforce high standards in the areas of health, safety, and environmental issues. For examples, raw materials can be certified as coming from sustainable sources. A group called Social Accountability International
 has developed an accreditation scheme "SA 8000" which is similar in its concept to certification for ISO9000 and other quality measures. There are some concerns about such audit or accreditation methods. For example, do companies that are being inspected just present a good face to get accreditation? Then, return to whatever lower-cost standards they prefer to use? Also, in countries where companies buy from workers in homes or small workshop settings, it is much harder to inspect every workplace.



TALKING IT OVER AND THINKING IT THROUGH!
1. Some global companies want to maintain high standards for workers wherever they may be. How can a company put such global human resource management policies into action? 

2. How could you measure the effect on brand identity and competitive advantage of having high corporate social responsibility practices around the world? 

3. Practicing corporate social responsibility more aggressively will please some of a company's stakeholders—but not all. Who is likely to be especially favorable to such actions, and which ones might be less pleased? 
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