CASE STUDY

Seeing the wood for the trees: Human Resourcing at O& V Joifel

Oliver Joifel lived deep in the forest of Rockingham and was brought up regretting that this once deeply wooded area of England now included large areas totally devoid of trees. One night, in the best tradition of great entrepreneurs, Oliver had as vision. He saw himself going to university where he would combine the study of forestry, genetics and business. He then envisaged himself setting up a business that would exploit the personal research work he would do on genetically engineered fast growing multi trunked trees.

In his doctoral work after obtaining a first class degree he not only discovered how to grow trees with three fat parallel trunks that would shoot from saplings to forest giants in only five years, he also found that he could get the trees to bear two types of fruit, identical to coconuts and bananas.

The young Dr Joifel felt that he had found a business opportunity to surpass all business opportunities. Investors saw it this way too and money was soon found to set up the O&V Joifel Company. The investors wanted the company to enter immediate production of the new type of tree and, at the same time, to engage in research to find ways of growing even bigger trees, even faster and with a greater variety of fruits. Oliver and his sister, Verity, who had studied HRM at University, and who took the title of Human Resources Director, established a board of directors. This included two scientists, Bill Byng and Ben Byers, a finance director, Arnold Beancounter and a production director Leonard Leaper. Their strategy was to put as much land that they could acquire under the trees, to bring full employment to the forest and make Rockingham the fruit garden of Europe.

Very soon trees were sprouting all over middle England and the workforce that Verity had recruited had grown to several hundred. Everything in the forest was sweetness and light (the trees produced only a thin canopy of leaves) but things were becoming very different in the boardroom. All was darkness here and the lighthearted camaraderie of early times had turned to sullen and bitter infighting. Employment matters played a key part in this. One reason the Company had grown so fast was because there was a plentiful supply of cheap labour. Men who had previously toiled in huge blast furnaces making steel were glad to leave the houses they had purchased with their redundancy settlements to work in the fresh air, hewing timber for a modest wage. And the women who had previously been hunched over shoe making machines in factories and workshops thrived in the Rockingham fruit groves.

Verity Joifel had given little thought to it but a complex pattern of part time working had developed among the women as the flow of fruit was kept up over 24 hours for fifty weeks of the year and children of the forest were born and brought up. The men had preferred to work full time and a production pattern on the timber side had grown accordingly. However, unforeseen by Verity, the government had rather suddenly decided to bring in a paid paternity-leave law. Men were also to be given the right to take regular, albeit unpaid, time off to help with child rearing. This fitted with the changing pattern of attitudes towards family life in the forest which was developing. A new pattern of task-sharing families was emerging among the workers. But this did not suit Leonard Leaper. He wanted to retain the tough, masculine long-hours culture of the timber operation and the convenience of having his best people available whenever he wanted them. This meant a clash with Verity, who wanted the company to embrace a harmonious family-friendly personnel mission with similar flexible arrangements for men and women. And it meant an alliance between Leaper and Arnold Beancounter. Arnold was very worried about the financial implications of Verity’s ambitions.

Leaper’s preferred strategy was to split off what he called the ‘men’s part of the business’ from that which employed the ‘fruit girls’. This was not only to make life easier for himself, as he saw it, by resisting the flexible hours policy. It also fitted with his personal gender politics and his concept of what a ‘woman’s place’ and a ‘mans place’ should be in the scheme of things. But, probably more significantly, he saw the split as a career opportunity, one which would enable him to become the managing director of a separate timber business. His personal ambition here, however, clashed with that of Oliver who – supported by his sister- wanted the Joifel family name to be associated with a single integrated business with common values, community commitments and a harmonised workforce. Verity, in part to demonstrate what a ‘hard headed business woman I am really’, also argued that such an ‘HR Strategy’ was important to avoid the emergence of a more assertive kind of trade unionism than they had been used to. As the forest was now approaching full employment, the workers’ trade union representatives felt themselves able to challenge the company for higher pay rates and shorter hours. Such a policy was attracting new members daily. Up to now, there had been little collective bargaining. Verity found it very challenging to put clear proposals to the board on where the line was to be drawn between what would be settled by such bargaining and what should be kept to management discretion within the more developed consultative framework she wanted to develop.

All of these difficulties were compounded by the situation in the research and development part of O&V Joifel. Bill and Ben (known to all and sundry as the’test tube men’) had recruited various scientists at various times on salaries which fell into no clear pattern. They would award bonuses or give increments to individuals who achieved technical or scientific breakthroughs, without regard to how this would be perceived by others. When challenged by Oliver, on his return from a seminar on ‘HRM for chief executives’, as to whether they were operating a performance related  (PRP) scheme, they did not know what to say. ‘Do you have a pay strategy in the labs or not?’ Verity asked them. This provoked blank incomprehension. And Leonard Leaper saw this as a chance to thrust himself into the fray. It was also about time they had a policy on working hours in the laboratories, he argued. Discipline in both the timber and fruit operations were being undermined as manual workers noticed the ‘long haired lab types’ coming into work mid morning and ‘sloping off whenever it suited them’. This set both Bill and Ben screaming about Leaper’s ignorance of working in a ‘creative culture’ where people would often work night and day to solve a problem before ‘sloping off for a well deserved rest’. Leonard countered this with an attempt simultaneously to show that he knew about labs and demonstrate his vigorous sense of humour by saying that all he ever saw in the labs were ‘rotting cultures in dirty petri dishes’. 

Out of this clash of priorities, personalities and changing circumstances, Verity recognised that some kind of more coherent and consistent approach to human resourcing had to be shaped. There was no simple option of taking business strategy as a ‘given’ and working out what human resource strategy would be necessary to fulfil it, however. Human resourcing choices would influence the business direction as much as business direction would influence human resourcing. The choices to be made would involve fights, clashes of principle and there would be winners and losers.   

Task

Imagine yourself in Verity Joifel’s position as the HR Director of the Company. Draw up a plan that could be used to develop a more coherent and consistent human resourcing strategy that will help to further the long-term development of the business. 
List all possible decisions that could be made that might help bring this about.

From this list of options, decide which ones you would personally recommend.      
