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The Alexx Lloyd Company specialises in making mobile phones. Alexx formed the company, with a staff  of five, about ten years ago to produce a new style mobile phone which she had designed. The phone was a success and gradually, the workforce was expanded to accommodate increasing demand. The workers are mainly women, most recruited straight from school.

They work in teams of four to assemble, inspect and package a phone from start to finish. The whole of the production area is partitioned so that each team works in a separate area. The walls of the partitions are decorated with personal items such as birthday cards from Alexx and other team members, photos taken at company social events and holiday postcards.


The expansion has been achieved by forming new teams comprising one experienced worker, selected from a list of volunteers, and three newly recruited employees. Workers receive a basic wage and a group bonus which increases with the number of phones produced. Newly formed teams receive an additional bonus after the first three months of formation. This was introduced as a method of encouraging teams to move from the forming to performing stage quickly. 

Each team takes charge of its own quality control and discipline. If the performance of a team member falls below standard, the team decides what, if any, action is to be taken. In extreme cases the team leader might ask the production manager to have an individual removed from the team. 

Alexx has always worked at having a good relationship with managers, team leaders and workers at the organisation.  She has always used a ‘management by walking about’ style as she sees this as the best way of passing on information to managers, team leaders and workers and of receiving information on any issues related to production, quality or personal issues.  She believes this has developed an effective ‘communication’ cycle which ensures  everyone  receives  clear messages and information.  She follows this up with holding Question and Answer social events every three months where managers, team leaders and workers can ask Alexx questions or seek further information on what is happening in the company.  The company pays for these social events.  Alexx enjoys these events as she prefers to use verbal communication rather than written. She believes that a less formal tone and friendly language when talking to workers works best.  Team working and good clear communication is seen by Alexx as major strengths of the company.

Around twelve months ago, Alexx designed another phone specifically for children under twelve. Research carried out by a consultant indicated that there was a market for the new phone. Alexx decided to put the childrens phone into production as an addition to the company’s range. 

Acting upon the advice of the consultant, Alexx decided to call in an engineering consultant for expert advice on manufacturing the new phone. The consultant recommended a new production process to manufacture both the old and new phones. Alexx agreed with  the recommendation and secured a bank loan to finance the re-engineering of the  production process.

To avoid loss of production, the new manufacturing layout was introduced during the two weeks the company closed for the annual summer holiday. The workers were told that some changes would take place while they were on holiday and that there would be, in the words of Alexx ‘a nice surprise’ awaiting them on their return from holiday. Most workers assumed that the production area was going to be redecorated and removed any personal items they wished to keep.

Under the new process, the manufacture of a phone is broken down into five elements. Each element is given to one worker to perform. Each worker sits in line alongside a track which is in continuous motion. The basic phones are automatically fed onto the track and, in turn, each worker completes one element of the phone. The finished phone is then carried to an inspection position, where it is checked for quality and then stacked. The track contains 50 production line workers.  The new ‘inspection’ jobs were allocated to the workers who had previously been ‘team’ leaders.

The new production process was explained to the workers when they returned from holiday. Training in the new methods of production proved difficult because the only experience that could be given was on the actual manufacturing track. The problem was aggravated by 12 newly trained workers leaving within the first two months of the new process. 

Some three months after the introduction of the new manufacturing process, output of phones has stabilised but it was 16% below the performance level set by the consultant. The amount of management time spent dealing with problems associated with quality of the phones produced has increased by 65%. After the significant level of wastage during the first two months, labour turnover returned to the previous employment pattern, but absenteeism increased by 20%.

Alexx now spends all her time at the factory working on production timetables, discussing cover for ‘absent’ production line workers (this usually means Alexx instructing members of the ‘inspection’ team to go back into production duties).  As she is so busy she has now cancelled all Q&A social events and has stated she will not hold ‘face to face’ meetings with any of the workers.  She now only meets with managers once a month to discuss production timetables and absenteeism.   At the last meeting however, one manager reported a ‘breakdown in communication between the inspection team and production workers’ and another stated there was no longer any evidence that workers’ believed in the companies saying’ Team- Together Everyone Achieves More’.  Managers stated at the meeting that they now fear an increase in ‘conflict’ amongst the workers and themselves and that there
 is now a lack of trust something that was seen as a previous major strength in the company.
