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I had to find a starting point, so I met with a family member and a friend we met for coffee and we did a brainstorming session to define a complex problem in the workplace.  Thinking in particular about retail and about things going on in customer service and looking at news items. One of us found a couple of letters to a newspaper which we thought summed up the problems very well (See Appendix). They comment on an article by Emma Beddington which says that billionaires want to live lives separate from ordinary people and the companies they run are trying to make the rest of us deal with robots and machines instead of humans.

This sort of thing is in the news a lot at the moment and already affecting us in our everyday lives.

· Our local Wilkinson Store tries to get people to use the self-checkout, but funnily enough there must be a staff member watching to make sure the customer does not cheat. This is a very bad idea, and many customers are refusing to go along with it as they feel that there is no trust. Some customers will not self-checkout and make a fuss until a proper checkout is opened.
· The policy is not working as the store Wilkinsons (Wilko) is now going bust and threatening thousands of jobs, including local stores in Bridgend and Maesteg.
· Some people think that self-checkout is a time saver, but it’s not as soon as something goes wrong a staff member must be called.
· At busy times in a local Tesco, the queue for the self-checkout is often longer than the queue for the staffed checkout!
· With Tesco and other supermarkets and also Wilko closing staffed checkouts and telling people to check out themselves. This cost cutting obviously did not work for Wilko. Perhaps it made problems worse because it drove customers away.
· People complaining on social media they don’t work for Tesco or Wilko and don’t see why they should self-checkout. Saying that self-checkouts are “job killers”.
· Customers saying chatting at the checkout is important to their mental health. 
· Train stations might be doing away with ticket offices. Complaints about the loss of human touch and problems for the elderly and disabled passengers
· People complaining they can’t get to see a GP, having consultations on line.
· Bank branches closing making a problem for people who don’t have smart phones.

We brainstormed these problems and I put them on a mind map.
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I don’t think the company I work for, Tommy Hilfiger (TH) would ever try to use self-checkouts. It would be out of place on our designer outlet and our customers value the personal touch. TH knows this.
But as a SCENARIO for problem solving and decision making let’s imagine that the TH Finance section proposes a move to self-checkouts in order to cut costs and increase profits.
When they hear about this proposal
· TH Marketing believes that this would be a mistake, and would damage the image of TH as a customer-focussed organisation.
· TH Human Resources is worried about the motivation of the workforce.
· TH front line staff are dead against it as they feel their people skills are important.
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So, our problem is that TH Finance have put forward a proposal, but other stakeholders don’t agree. On the face of it the problem is a simple one with a simple solution:

SELF-CHECKOUTS: YES or NO?
But when we look at the mind map, we see that there are lots of wider issues and spin-off problems. The Finance Dept. thinks we need to cut costs and the solution is simple, replace staff with machines and get customers to do the work of checking out. But when we look at all the spin-offs, we see that the problem is in fact far more complex than meets the eye. If we lose customer support, and if we demotivate staff, then the Finance solution might be a false economy that actually makes things worse. It might be a solution to a non-problem, or it might create more problems than it solves.
I had a problem myself with my two children in Tesco Bridgend store. Myself and my children were paying for things at a self-checkout and the gentle man that was working was watching my every move and my children looking to see if we had paid for everything which made me nervous and very angry to point where I had to say something as my children were also upset this is why I think that self-checkouts are not fit for purpose and there is always a problem with them. There is also a lack of trust between customers and retailer.
The other day I had a problem with my phone contract, and the Vodafone representative was not very helpful. I asked to speak to the manager who’s was floor working that day and she said to me that she was not in the building, she was working from home, and she was therefore unable to hand me on to a manager. She had to send an email and I would wait seven days for a response, even though I explained I really needed my phone to be reconnected.
These stories of mine are what’s called anecdotal evidence. But every day on the news there are stories about the loss of human contact between service providers and consumers. The other day I came across an article about Waitrose store and it was saying that the amount of crime and theft that they had and abuse since the pandemic because there is to many people unemployed and that’s why this is happening and its only going to get worse unless they decide to scrap the self-checkouts, chatbots etc, and start employing people again rather than try to cut cost. Not only do company’s cut cost they make other peoples lives suffer due to this. Instead of john Lewis and Waitrose offering police officers a free cup of coffee to try and prevent shop lifting. The phrase that was used is THINK TWICE they should employ staff and the number of crimes and theft would decrease.
The article by Emma Beddington (see Appendix) shows that the public are disagreeing with a lot of things that are taking the human touch out of retailing, and many other things in life including banks and the NHS.
The list includes 
Bank branches closing
GP appointments
Railway ticket machines
Chatbots
On social media more and more people are refusing to go along with self check-outs. At the same time, companies that try to cut costs this way are still failing. Wilko is an example.

AN ALTERNATIVE SOLUTION?
Another trend is that more and more retailers are introducing loyalty cards. TH has what’s called a “Loyalty Club”. Perhaps this could be developed.
So this is another choice being made by many retailers..
Some outlets at The Pines use these, for example Costa Coffee.
Tesco and Sainsbury have been using them for years. Their points used to be rewarded with money off vouchers, or Air Miles (Avios), but there has been a change recently. Tesco and Sainsbury now offer some goods at a lower price for card holders.
This seems to be a way of encouraging more customers to use loyalty cards whether they really want to or not. 
There are some issues with loyalty cards. Some retailers do not issue plastic cards, instead they have an app. This excludes age groups who don’t have smart phones.
 Also, the stores are collecting huge amounts of information about what people are buying. This information is important for these businesses, and the customers are providing it for free. So who is really benefiting from the loyalty card, the customer or the business? There is a question here about privacy. Can we trust retailers with information about what we buy?
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Silbiger (1994) suggests the first step to solving a problem is to know the source of the difficulty. Are we looking at the symptoms or the cause? Defining the problem would entail viewing points of view of all participants in what Silbiger calls “Want Got Gaps”.
This model seems to fit the problem we have been presented with in the mind map.
Interdepartmental Cooperation - GAP - Isolated Departmental Islands.
So, in the example we are looking at, the Finance Department is the isolated one, just looking at costs and shareholder value. The other departments are taking a wider view and looking at all sorts of scenarios and side effects.
The level of problems: according to Silbiger: when you know what gaps exist, it is then important to understand the ways in which they affect the organisation. Problems can affect a company in three ways:
· Within or between certain people
· Within or between groups
· Within the whole organisation
As an effective problem-solving leader, the goal is to find the most important problem or problems and solve those first. These are known as source problems. These can cause a lot of other problems. Eliminating the source eliminates the symptoms.

The problem here is that one department is proposing a course of action that other departments disagree with.

GRID ANALYSIS

I have three options for my organisation to consider. I will use grid analysis to help choose from these options using three criteria to give scores. These scores will be “weighted”, by the importance of each criteria (Kalinchenko, 2021).

OPTION A: STATUS QUO (NO CHANGE)
Carry on as we do now. Staff talk to customers, sell, and act as cashiers at the checkouts. Feedback from customers is that they appreciate the human touch. This also give job satisfaction to staff and customers come back.
OPTION B: SELF CHECKOUTS
The finance people say this would be cost effective. Some jobs lost, but some staff still needed to supervise the self-checkout area. A small number of customers like to be quick and save time with self checkouts. But many customers find these machines confusing, causing delays and queues so that some staff always need to be on hand to help. There is also a danger of shoplifting so the role of the staff changes from being a customer adviser to being a security guard.
Artificial intelligence (A.I.) could even reduce staffing towards zero. Amazon already has shops where goods are electronically tagged and purchases are automatically deducted from a customer’s bank account via their mobile phone as the customer leaves the shop. There is no human interaction at all (Thorbecke, February 2020).
People say self checkouts are “job killers. The accountants are forgetting that shopping is not just a matter of getting a good or service. Shopping is also a leisure activity, especially in a place like the Designer Outlet where I work. People travel there from far and wide for an afternoon out, a shopping experience. They want a social activity, and want to interact with other humans and not be just a part of a money making machine. 
OPTION C: PROMOTE PERSONAL SERVICE AS A USP (UNIQUE SELLING POINT)
With this option, the company would keep cashiers and market itself as a company that goes against the general trend. It would sell itself as a company that respects is customers and does not use them as unpaid checkout operators. It offers personal service and creates time and space to listen to customers and give them the best advice about how to spend their hard-earned money. Many of our staff are already good at doing this, but all staff would need to be brought up to a high level of skill in customer service so this option would need the company to invest in its staff with specialist training in customer service. 
So it comes with a cost.  But it also comes with benefits. These benefits have a positive effect in three ways: on staff morale and motivation, on the corporate image of the store, and on customer satisfaction. TV adverts by the Currys group are using this method, boosting the company image, saying the staff are well trained and give good advice as a personal service to customers (Currys PC World, 2023). 

COST BENEFIT ANALYSIS
One problem is that the wider benefits of Option A and Option C are not as easily measured as the cost reductions Option C.  So we would need to use Cost-benefit analysis (CBA). Using CBA economists estimate values to things like “customer satisfaction” which are difficult to measure in terms of money. They also measure “opportunity costs”. When you choose between two alternatives A and B, and you choose A, the money cost is what you spend on A, while the opportunity cost is the benefit you could have got from choosing B. It’s the opportunity lost, by not choosing it. By looking at the money value of B you can get a better idea of the money value of A (Hayes, 2021).

CRITERIA
My grid analyses these options with three criteria: customer appeal, cost reduction and wider benefits. Each of these criteria is given a “weighting” to show how important it is compared to the others. Each score out of 10 is multiplied by a weighting out of 10 to give a total score for each criteria. 
Actual scores will come from researching the opinions of groups of stakeholders. 
1. Customer appeal. The major retail giants have been successful by giving people what they want, even if they didn’t realise this was what they wanted. In our stores customers should be confident that the clothes they buy will suit them. Human interaction gives them this confidence, self checkouts don’t.
 On the grid analysis I think Option A and Option C will score highly here, while Option B will have a low score out of 10.
Weighting: I believe that the human touch can be marketed as a USP, so I will weight this criteria very highly, at  10 out of 10.
1. Cost reduction.  The main purpose of Option C is to reduce cost so Option C gets a high score, but not as high as 10 because some staff will still be needed and their jobs will change. Option A will have a low score, while Option C will actually cost more in the short run due to staff training and marketing, and create benefits in the long run, so I will put a score of zero in the grid.
Weighting: Since the cost reductions of Option B should be at least balanced by the benefits of Option C,  I will weight Criteria 2 and 3 equally, with a weight of 5 each.
1. Wider benefits. Option A already has some wider benefits (score  6), but Option B has none (Score 0).  With Option C staff morale, corporate image and customer satisfaction should all improve. If the company gets behind this project the score could be 10. I believe that the Marketing and Human Resources Departments will be very interested in this criterion. Whether shareholders as a group value this criterion highly will depend on their time horizons: do they want quick profits from short term cost cutting, or are they in it for the long term? I would hope to convince them that Option C is the one that will make this company stand out from its competitors and so this is the one they should back. 
Weighting: 5, as explained above.  


GRID

	
	CRIT. 1
	CRIT.2
	CRIT. 3
	TOTAL
	WEIGHTED 1
(w = 10)
	WEIGHTED 2
(w = 5)
	WEIGHTED 3
(w =5)

	WEIGHTED
TOTAL

	OPTION A
	6
	2
	6
	15
	60
	10
	30
	100

	OPTION B
	1
	9
	0
	10
	10
	45
	0
	55

	OPTION C
	9
	0
	10
	18
	90
	0
	50
	140



If the research results match my analysis it shows that for our company the status quo (Option A) is an. We could sit back and watch other retailers lose the trust and loyalty of their customers when their management follow the herd or go with the flow and choose Option B. However, we could choose to be different, proactive and positive and go for Option C, which if successful scores nearly 50% better than Option A and nearly three times better than Option B.

Option C shows us as a company that values and respects its customers, its employees and its investors.
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According to Adair (2002) there are five steps of making decision.
1. Define me objective. Having recognised the need for a decision, specify the aim or objective.
2. Identify the factors. The factors are any circumstances, factors influence that contributes to a result.
3. Develop options. List possible courses of action, generate ideas.
4. Evaluate and decide. List the pros and cons, examine the consequences, measure against relevant criteria.
5. Implement. Act to carry out the decisions, monitor the decisions, review the decisions.
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	Project Communication Plan	
	Project Title
	Self Checkouts or Alternatives

	Project Manager
	Kim Boukeras

	Executive Sponsor
	Regional Manager

	Stakeholders
	1.Shareholders, 2.Managers, 3.Office staff, 4.Shop staff, 4.Customers

	Date
	August 2023



	Deliverable Info
(What)
	Recipients
(Who)
	Delivery methods
(How)
	Schedule
(When)
	Who’s responsible
(Owner)


	Outline of problem and possible solutions
	All stakeholders
	Circular by email 
	Now
	KB

	Consultation and risk assessment
	All
	As above, also meetings where appropriate
	Next 6 Months
	KB

	Decision and implementation
	As above
	As above
	12 months
	KB


	
We have a problem to communicate but I think we also have a solution. We can see that self-checkouts are becoming more and more unpopular, companies that use them continue to fail, and we should not go with that flow. 
We should look for alternatives that stress the human touch. Better use of the intelligence from loyalty cards might be a better way of finding out what customers want, if we convince them we are not invading their privacy.
I would say that if I see self-checkouts that’s a company that is failing, they are disrespecting their customers, using them as free labour, and the customers know it. Instead, their advertising and marketing should stress that in this shop customers benefit from the human interaction that so many people are missing in their modern lives.
This is the message I would communicate to all stakeholders.
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This diagram comes from Adair (2022) and I think it describes my plan of action as a leader making decisions that will solve a problem. He calls this “action centred leadership”. According to Adair “planning” means building a mental bridge from where you are now to where you want to be when we have achieved the objective before you.

[image: A diagram of a team

Description automatically generated]

Adair gives a list of eight “functions”. I’m interested in the fact that the word “function” comes from a Latin word meaning “performance”. This is important because doing a function is just like being part of a machine, whereas performance is more active and has more quality.
The problem with lists like this which we see in business books is that they make all the functions look equally important. But often one or two functions are more important, depending on the circumstances or the problem. I myself think organizing is very important for me as a leader, because if there isn’t any organization in the company you don’t have a good team and your business could fail.  For this particular problem I think motivation is key to delivering good organisation. Can you imagine working in a retail outlet and being told to come off the tills, but to keep an eye on customers using the self-checkouts in case they are in effect shoplifting. It changes the role of the customer from being a valued client into being an unpaid worker who isn’t fully trusted, and it changes the role of the shopworker from being a chatty and helpful friend into being a police officer, without even the free cup of tea!

The following diagram also comes from Adair (2022) and I think it is very good in describing techniques to ensure successful implementation.
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At the start I come along with a problem, and also with my recommended solution.  At the start I am the Leader, and I announce my plan and I “sell” it to the stakeholders. At that point I have maximum authority while the team members have very little responsibility or “freedom”. I involve the team and make sure their views are listened to. I get their suggestions and use them as part of the plan. Before planning the task, I considered the planning continuum (which means steps 1 to 6) and decided how much to involve the team, and then made an active decision of the best way forward. 
There were several key factors, including the time available and the skills and competence of the team members. There is no one right “style” but the best leaders are most of all consistent, so you know where you stand.  Everyone who works for you has millions of brain cells. If time allows it’s always worth listening to others because you will be surprised by the quality of other people's thinking and ideas.
The great thing about this diagram is that when we get to Stage 6, my “authority” is minimised and I no longer have to argue my case, because the team members now have maximum “freedom” and have taken ownership of the idea and might even think it was their idea in the first place.
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I think these letters are spot on. I agree with the points being made here. I believe that people come into our shop benefit from human contact. Human contact is very important to especially older age people as they need that interaction on a day to day basis because that’s all they know and don’t even know how to use a phone let alone a self-checkout.
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Figure 3.3 Leadership functions
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figure 3.4 The planning continuum
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