Introducing new technology at Jaguar Land Rover Body Plant, Solihull 

At the Solihull plant, Jaguar Land Rover have changed the material used for their car frames from steel to aluminium to improve carbon emissions and car performance through weight savings. To accommodate this change Jaguar Land Rover replaced spot welding as the main joining method with rivets and glue joining technology. This task, unlike spot welding, is carried out by robots. The work of the staff on the production line has therefore been greatly simplified, in that they now load parts into a machine and then press a button, rather than carrying out welding by hand.
How have robots helped to ease the burden for staff? 

At Jaguar Land Rover the change from spot welding to riveting carried out by robots had benefits for the production quality and the workers. One manager explained how “Technology delivers a better quality of car, it certainly delivers it more repeatedly at a higher volume, but I think it’s reduced the impact on the guys on the shop floor.” The level of manual work required from the employees had significantly decreased and as a result the production associates felt that their role had changed significantly; “we're not loading and then pulling the gun around, you are just loading and then pushing the button and letting the robot do the rest of it.” Workers also reported that the “fault finding is a lot easier than it used to be”, thanks to the new technology. There was a general agreement that the work had become easier in many respects “I think it's definitely safer, cleaner and there are less physically demanding than it used to be.” On the other hand, there were concerns that the work might have become so undemanding from workers that it was actually increasingly unfulfilling for some. One manager outlined this concern that was shared by others: “When you were spot welding by hand there might be one where you've got a problem and you've got to think and put it right yourself, which is more engaging. Even if you have to take something apart, even putting the tips of the welding gun – it’s engaging. Now you're just picking up a piece of metal and putting it in the jig… for five days a week or four nights, whatever it is. And it's boring. It is boring – there's no two ways about it – it’s boring.”

Productivity monitoring and assessment through technology 

The new technology in the Jaguar Land Rover factory enabled managers to collect specific data about productivity on the shop floor. One team leader thought this was helpful in managing staff by confronting them with evidence of poor productivity - ‘we’ve got… not a lot but a few people swinging their legs and they can pin point on different shops who's doing what. We can say 'you are doing this, this is you taking your time, this is how much you got out where the other two people on the other shifts are doing a lot. You’re blaming maintenance, DHL and the facility [saying] it can’t be you – it has to be you’ and you can pinpoint what you've done on [the monitoring system] this week.” As a result, the team leaders felt that “it's improved the cycle time because people know that they're watching you.” However, as another team leader pointed out, this tracking can also increase pressure on them to deliver increased numbers. “From my side as a group leader there's a lot of tracking of the operators. They can track them while they're building, how many they build per hour, then we're put under pressure to get those figures.” There was discussion particularly around the tracking and increased accountability of losses on the production line and team leaders seemed to be feeling the pressure on this. As one team leader said, “Its put more pressure on us to be more accountable and more efficient… it filters down and we’re the ones standing there trying to account for 2-3 cars lost an hour or you've got no apps cover, you’ve got no toilet cover – you’re running around trying to do stuff as the associate needs to go to the toilet, it’s not being loaded. So if you do lose a car because they’ve not given you the cover, you stand there and say that and that’s not acceptable [to management].” While they can be effective in combatting poor behaviour and performance, productivity measurement systems in this way can be a blunt tool for managing staff – not taking account of these kinds of issues such as lack of cover or maintenance support to deal with problems with the technology itself. As one of the staff mentioned, however, their collective bargaining agreements protect them from what are perceived as the more intrusive potential uses of the technology, “they can't use it because they haven’t been approved by the union.”

The sound of silence on the shop floor? 

Particularly where technology replaces individual workers, or where it solves problems that would previously have needed dialogue and cooperation between people to fix, it can cause a significant drop in the level of conversation at work. The Jaguar Land Rover factory had experienced this effect very noticeably over recent years, something that many of those interviewed commented on. The main cause was simply the reduced numbers of people on the shop floor – as one staff member put it, “if you were to take a photograph of 15 years ago the biggest difference you'd notice is the amount of people versus the amount of robots.” One worker reminisced about how in previous years, “you'd be there and you'd be on the shop floor taking the micky out of one another, generally having banter. You go in our rest areas now and they're quiet. They’re a lot quieter than we use to be. Maybe it's because we get used to not talking to each other or because you're tired and you want to get your food down.” This growing quietness had even led to “a long standing joke on this site about ‘can't we have some piped music just to have the day go by’, you know what I mean and maybe the senior management team need to have a look at it. I'm not suggesting that that's the answer but maybe they need to look at that. Obviously this is a noisier environment than some parts of the plant. But now it's a lot quieter than it used to be.” The reduced staff numbers had also led to more solitary working on the shop floor. A union rep at the plant described how in "some of the jobs you are on your own so the only time you engage with somebody could be if there's a breakdown or break time. You could be in a couple of the cells where you don't see anybody at all.” This was felt to have a potential impact on job satisfaction. “[It’s] a bit soul destroying, because we're social animals aren't we?” Managers were also aware of this issue, with one commenting that “eight hours is a long day not to talk to anybody and your group leader and us will walk around throughout the day and we will only see them for a snippet of the day… that is definitely in the back of our mind – how can we manage it?”

Less manual work, more time to think 

The change in manufacturing technology and processes at Jaguar Land Rover provides the clearest example of this divergence in terms of mental and physical wellbeing for workers. The management team saw the introduction of the new more automated shop floors as a major benefit to working environment and physical health and safety. “I go back to [old days] and I saw some very hard manual labour work in there. Very, very hard manual labour work and we were asking those guys to make a lot of cars in shifts and it must have been very difficult to maintain that level of performance throughout the shift. What I've seen now is the loading of the role itself is light, so I think for quality of life it’s brought benefits.” The staff representatives agreed that “I think it's definitely safer, cleaner and less physically demanding than it used to be. We have less people getting hurt and the degree of those injuries apart from 1 or 2 cases is by and large far better than it's ever been.” However, there will again be associated concerns that the work had become “more boring” and that changing role for staff as part of this was potentially having a negative impact on their mental health in the view of some staff representatives who said that “Now I think we suffer more with stress and anxiety related illnesses. People have more because they have more time to think about what's happening. There's more time where you can mull things over in your head because the job is not physically demanding… we've noticed that stress and anxiety and pressure, sick levels have gone up because people have more time to think about it - what's going on in their lives and everything else. We've certainly had more cases with that, but the actual working environment it's – we used to have fumes, smog, acrid smoke, you can imagine metal being burnt and stuff like that – it’s cleaner, it’s brighter, it’s far better in that respect... but with every upside there's a downside.”

Clear communication key to overcoming workforce resistance 

Managers at Jaguar Land Rover were well aware that resistance is an inevitable part of technological change, “everyone has resistance to change, no matter what it is, and for some people it can be really big for them – to change the work environment can be massive.” The approach taken to limit this resistance at Jaguar Land Rover, was through clear and consistent communication and information “to share with them as much as you can because at the end of the day we've got nothing to hide –we're going to put a robot in and take three people out, that's what we're going to do so we might as well get that information out there.” As another manager described, “communication this is absolutely key. If people don't understand what you're changing and why then why are they going to accept it?” “The better the communication normally the better the result. If you communicate it poorly generally it falls over and you have to pick it up or abandon it. In a plant of this nature with this complexity with the workforce we have communication is king. If the people don't feel they’re being talked to or involved they will just be sceptical and push back.” The way in which this was approached also relied on a sensitivity to generational differences in the workforce, including “a lot of people who are long serving who have worked for all their life on similar processes – they are not going to naturally warm to change. You've then got the other extreme now where we've hired 5-6,000 people, younger generation, different background actually probably don't want to do the same thing all the time… I think the lessons learnt are that you've got to find a way to engage and communicate with all your people. Different ages, different diversity of backgrounds you've got to be able to make that connection when you are going through periods of change. I think that one of the things that we have done well is communication and bringing people with us because we've been able to convey to them why we're changing.”

This success was reflected in the views of the workforce, who all seemed to accept the need for new technology and innovation, “you've got to be using the technology - you stand still and we lose income and we go down the drain because of it. You’ve got to keep changing you've got to keep evolving yourself and moving the product on.”

Learning on the job 

One of the Jaguar Land Rover managers explained how early worker involvement means that less training is felt to be needed afterwards and help to avoid situations where workers feel training is lacking, that could lead to conflict, “what will happen is that the production numbers will fall off or the quality defects will rise then the interaction with the leadership team [will be negative]… ‘you haven't shown me this’, ‘you haven't taught me what to do’, then there's a friction there. [but if] right up front and we've included how do we operate this process, we've included you in the writing of this process and you've been part of this risk assessment and what hazards can we see generally, the relationship comes very smoothly.” Workers themselves felt that there was a lot of learning on the job involved, rather than formal training in how to use each piece of equipment or machinery they were given. “To this day [I] have not had any training on a riveting robot and a gluing robot. I don't know how the gluers work or the riveters, I just had to get in the cell, press a few buttons and go 'oh I didn't mean to do that'…It's self-taught.” The maintenance staff also felt they did not have very much formal training on the technology, so there was a lot of learning on the job “you just pick up over time you learn the cold faults and the common things and you target them first.” The consequence of this was that when there were more complex faults they needed to use an escalation process “we've got a fault and it could be basic and they don't know how to operate the equipment is quite unique in some ways and because of the lack of training the escalation process is used all the time.” A lack of training could also lead to unnecessary levels of escalation when trying to solve problems “it's like ‘we'll get a group leader in, oh he doesn’t know, we'll get a control engineer’, then they'll get tech support and before you know it you were the first one on the job but you're back here handing out cable ties.

