
ASSEMBLY LINE HELD HOSTAGE
Summary:  When a power struggle erupts in a highly charged confrontation precipitated by two disgruntled employees, production comes to a halt. This case involves crisis management, power, and control, plus some longer-range considerations about motivation of productive human behavior and handling grievances.

On a Tuesday morning at 6 A.M., two young automobile assembly line workers, disgruntled over failing to get their supervisor transferred,. shut off the electric power supply to the entire auto assembly line and closed it down at Consolidated Automobile Manufacturers, Inc.

The electric power supply area, containing transformers, switches, and other high-voltage electrical equipment, was positioned near the center of the plant in a 6 x 7 foot area. Enclosing this area was a 10-foot high chain ​link fence with a locked gate, which together formed a protective cage around the facility and provided a measure of security.

The two assembly line workers, William Strong and Larry Kane, gained access to the electric power supply area simply by climbing over the fence. Once inside, they halted the assembly line by throwing the main switches and shutting off the electrical power; no tools were required.

Strong and Kane, who worked as spot welders, took matters into their hands when the union's grievance procedure did not work fast enough to satisfy them.  The current labor contract has a formal process for handling grievances.  Several hundred workers (from many different work groups) were idled by this dramatic protest and by the motionless assembly line.  Some of them grouped themselves around the fenced area, shouting encouragement to the two men inside. In response, Strong and Kane were chanting, "When you cut the power you've got the power." They were in the process of becoming at least momentary folk heroes to some of their fellow workers.

Sam Winfare supervised a work group of 20, including Strong and Kane, and was the target of Strong and Kane=s protest.  He had been a supervisor for only a short time.  Production output of this work group had been chronically below standards before Winfare took charge. At the time Winfare was made supervisor, the plant manager had told him plainly that his job was to improve the production rate to meet standards. Production had improved markedly in the short time that he had been the supervisor.

In discussing the crisis, Winfare stressed to the plant manager that transferring him as the two demanded would set a damaging precedent. "The company's action to remove me would create a situation where the operations of the plant were subject to the whims of any em​ployee with a grudge or who wants to avoid work," he said. This possible threat was emphasized by the comment of one of the many union stewards who said there were other conditions in the plant that needed improving - such as the cafeteria food and relief from the high temperatures in the metal shop (an issue not related to Winfare=s work group). Moreover, the steward said, there was at least one other supervisor who should be removed. He implied that, if successful, the power cage protest would facilitate attaining both these ends. The union steward's final comment was that two men on an unauthorized, wildcat strike might accomplish the same thing as a full-blown strike.

Each passing minute was costing the company a production loss of one automotive unit valued at $12,000. The cost of each lost production hour, therefore, was $720,000.

As he began a quick staff meeting to get inputs regarding solving the crisis, the plant manager felt stress and intense time pressure to accomplish two objectives: (1) to restore production on the motionless assembly line (but he was uncertain about the best way to do this), and (2) to prevent future production interrup​tions by assembly line workers.

Note:
1.  Union-company contracts always have a non-strike clause, which would make a strike illegal except in extreme cases such as a major breach of the contract, and, even then, only after a detailed process to resolve the alleged breach.  Therefore, this impulsive action by the two is not something the top union officials would support at all, even if some bottom-level union stewards might like it.

2.  This is a large plant, with many hundred workers.  Winfare=s work group has only 20 workers.  Although some other workers may be enjoying the temporary break from work and are giving off-the-cuff encouragement to Strong and Kane, this is not an organized protest by others than those two.

3.  Be careful and explicit about making inferences and assumptions about conditions in the plant and feelings and motivations of various parties.

SHORT PAPER ASSIGNMENT

Write this paper as though you are the plant manager, in charge of the entire large plant, describing how you deal with this situation. The primary focus for this paper is on evaluating and choosing among alternative solutions, developing an implementation plan to carry out your chosen solution, and stabilizing (institutionalizing) the change your decision creates.  I'm particularly interested in how you made your choice and in how well you can anticipate and deal with potential challenges in implementing your chosen course of action.  You also will need to briefly frame the decision and identify major alternatives to provide a starting point for the major parts of the paper

PAPER GRADING DIMENSIONS

1.  Satisfactory Framing:  (Not a major factor in the grade, but necessary to give me a context to read and appreciate the rest of your paper)  Presents a clear, plausible frame, with a good scope of objectives and other factors.

2.  Alternatives and Making a Choice:   Evaluates a rich range of feasible alternatives, including some with creative ideas beyond the obvious or those suggested in the case. Identifies pros and cons and demonstrates understanding of each alternative.  Makes a choice and explains clearly why.  Recognizes disadvantages and limitations of the chosen alternative, as well as its advantages.  Deals both with the immediate crisis and longer-term issues.

3.  Implementation & Stabilizing:  Describes key action steps necessary to implement the chosen course of action.  Identifies and discusses key implementation issues, obstacles, and unintended side-effects - with ideas about how to manage them


Excerpted and adapted from Champion & James (1989), Critical incidents in management. Homewood, IL: Irwin.
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