Managing Meetings

As the company is rapidly starting to develop with the introduction of the motorised valve, and the decision to proceed with the smart valve project, you as J Franklin have become increasingly concerned about the lack of contact within the management team. Though you have introduced a system of quality circles and other progress meetings between the staff and management which have successfully improved Burke's products and overall productivity, your initial decision to totally abolish meetings to concentrate attention on small rapid decision making within departments, was perhaps too hasty.

You have found that there have been a number of issues that have developed over the last few months which though not apparently important have caused increasing amounts of friction between departments. This appears to have got significantly worse since J Porter was moved from the position of office manager to lead the 'smart' valve development team. The re allocation of office manager duties between other departments has not been a success: a number of apparent loose ends of administration are not being properly handled. Secondly, though all management have access to progress reports via the electronic mail system, and can access the central information system on the computer network, you are concerned that there appears to be a growing lack of awareness of what the main priorities are within the organisation.

This has meant that departments are failing to consider the overall interests of the organisation and tending to follow narrower departmental objectives. You are worried that this trend, if it continues, will damage the tremendous impetus that the company has developed in the recent few months. You feel that some forum for interdepartmental discussion is urgently needed so that these problems can be effectively discussed, but are not sure whether more than one will be necessary and what topics should be covered. You have asked all management for topics to be provided anonymously that could be usefully discussed at a common meeting and have received the following suggestions.

Item one: State of toilets

The inability of the cleaning staff to effectively clean the toilets after the night shift is causing major complaints from the production staff. It would be better if production could organise their own cleaning operations rather than rely on administration to allocate staff and determine cleaning times.

Item two: Variety of drinks in drinks machine

Administration has continually been unable to meet the demands of the production department in the maintenance of the supply of drinks in the vending machines. This appears to be a problem with the contract caterers who are never told to increase the supply of tea in the machine and to keep it clean. It would be more sensible to reduce the amount of lemon tea and hot blackcurrant which both appear to be only drunk by the finance department and replace it with tea which can be drunk by everyone.

Item three: Customer complaints

There has been an increasing problem with customer complaints. We have set a target to provide an initial solution to the customer within 24 hours and provide detailed on site support within 72. We have no problem in achieving the on site support, because of the commitment that the technical support staff are showing, and are continuing to achieve 92 per cent success at meeting this target. However, over the last 3 months the percentage of responses within 24 hours on initial problem solving has declined from 67 to 42 per cent. Why this is occurring is unclear, and the production department is unwilling to resolve the matter claiming more important matters are taking their time. They say they are currently understaffed because those dealing with complaints are now involved in the development of the 'smart' valve.

Item four: Expenses

The current allowances for overnight accommodation and meals are proving to be very limited. Many individuals are having to spend large amounts of time that should be more productively spent, phoning around overseas and UK towns to find hotels that are within the price range allowed for our expenses. When on site, they are also forced to spend time looking for restaurants because expenses don't stretch to the use of hotel facilities.

Item five: New software and computer systems

Management are buying all types of new software and computer hardware for their departments. There is no central control over these decisions which management appear to be taking without any concern for compatibility or future developmental requirements.

Surely it would be more sensible to make all management and staff clear prospective purchases through a centralised department which would have the responsibility of setting and maintaining computer standards. Ideally this responsibility should be held by the department that is involved in the greatest amount of data processing, which is of course the finance department.

Item six: Sickness and maternity leave

As the only woman staff that the company employs are in administration, and over half are currently on the generous maternity leave that the company has provided, it is perhaps worth reconsidering the amount of sickness benefit that the company gives to the rest of the workforce. Many of the other factories in the area provide health insurance for all management as Burke Engineering originally did. Should this not be reconsidered as a major way of reducing the imbalance between the benefits that administration staff receive compared with the rest of the staff?

Item seven: Canteen choice

The variety of food in the canteen has steadily diminished. Before we had the contract caterers there was a choice of at least four main hot dishes. Now there is only two and we have a salad bar. Cannot something be done about it, especially when the cost of meals has doubled?

Item eight: Profit progress

The last month's figures showed that the annual turnover of the company was likely to reach €100 million and the profitability around €10.2 million. Though all staff benefit from the profit sharing scheme that was initially introduced, the change in the company fortunes has been so rapid and so effective that perhaps an alteration in the scheme should now be considered. As much of the progress of the company has depended on the commitment of the small management team, surely their contribution should be more realistically rewarded with a higher rate than the other staff.

Item nine: Missing documents

The company filing system is continually failing to keep accurate records of employee contracts. There have been a number of cases where we have got into disputes about exact responsibilities and have been unable to come to any decision because of the lack of documentation. Surely it is the responsibility of any filing system to keep these items carefully? No one wants to discuss it and claims are being made that individual departments should keep their own personnel records.

Item ten: Colour schemes

Part of the research block has been repainted with the aim, it appears, of 'improving the working environment'. Why is there no overall control over office decor, and how can junior managers just take it into their heads to change the office without clearance from senior management?

Item eleven: Photocopying

The decision to give each department their own photocopier, and for each department to pay its own photocopying costs, has been harsh. Some departments do not use the photocopier, whereas others such as marketing and sales have high utilisations. With all the number of copiers in the building there is also a great temptation for misuse. Surely it would be better to have a central photocopying facility under the control of administration so that all these anomalies would be avoided.

Item twelve: Light bulbs

Why is there no central store for light bulbs and other office requirements? When these are needed we have to make a journey into town to buy them from departmental petty cash? Surely this is the sort of thing that needs administration and control?

Item thirteen: Training

The way in which management are selected for training courses is arbitrary. Over the past three months, six managers from marketing, sales and finance have gone on training courses and only two from production. Some objective method of defining training needs in the organisation should be established.

Item fourteen: Parking spaces

With the reduction in space in the factory complex there is an increasing shortage of car parking. Though visitors spaces are allocated and kept clear management vehicles have frequently had to be parked outside the factory gates on return from customers or external meetings. Surely it would be more efficient for spaces also to be allocated to management so that they can be assured of reaching the office, particularly when they have visitors with them. 

Item fifteen: Local charities

The company was approached to start an employee deduction scheme many months ago. Nothing has happened. This is giving us a bad image locally especially when we have had to layoff so many workers in the recent past. The introduction of one of these schemes should be given the greatest urgency.

Item sixteen: Staff newsletter

Copies of our staff newsletter have been seen in our competitors' offices. Surely we should restrict the information that is included in such a newsletter to basic news about staff social events and other announcements of this type rather than giving the detail that we do about contracts and new developments. All this is doing is giving the competition information about our future plans. They do not do the same to us, and as a result we are at a severe disadvantage.

Item seventeen: Health and fitness

Though absences from sickness have declined, the firms' performance in the local football league has got steadily worse. Surely we should be trying to encourage staff to be fit? All our current work schedules make it impossible for staff to take time off to train. We should establish a new company policy that makes it possible for staff to become fitter through team sport.

Item eighteen: Air conditioning and illness

The combination of nylon carpets and air conditioning in some of the offices is making staff unwell. Can something be done about it?

Item nineteen: Suggestion scheme.

Since the introduction of the suggestion award scheme, the production department has been achieving 70 per cent success while sales and marketing only achieve 35 per cent. Surely this cannot be because all the ideas of production department are worth that much more than those from sales and marketing?

Item twenty: 'Smart' valve work reassignment

Because staffing of the 'smart' valve project comes almost entirely from the production department, and no additional staff have been recruited to replace them, many of the peripheral activities of the production department are no longer possible. Could other departments be asked to carry more of the work burden in these areas?

Item twenty one: Administration structure

We appear to have continual problems with a whole series of minor administrative issues. For example, there is bickering from the production department concerning the reallocation of duties during the 'smart' valve project. Similarly it is quite clear that some administrative matters are not being handled as well as they should be. Surely it would be sensible to create a works management group that could have the authority to discuss most matters and initiate action? Membership could include union representatives, junior, middle and senior management.

Action

How should J Franklin organise the management meeting? What issues should be discussed? How can J Franklin ensure that such a meeting is productive and useful? Who should be invited? When should it be held? Where should it be held?

