Boxall and Purcell Case study 5.1: Mr Cedric takes his leave
The company in question is a long-established English food manufacturer with a handful of well-recognized, if somewhat traditional, food products, sold widely in supermarkets and still enjoying a loyal following. Having been started some 110 years ago, it is not so much a business as a venerable institution. Generations have worked at the company’s (sole) plant, which currently employs 800 people, and accounts for much of the employment in the small town in which it is located. 

The company has been owned by one family, the Mortleys, for the whole of this time. Until very recently, the company was led by Mr Cedric Mortley, the grandson of the founder, Sir Aston Mortley. Affectionately known as ‘Mr Cedric’, to distinguish him within the esteemed family line, Cedric Mortley was a gifted engineer and an inspirational leader. He took pride in knowing the names of every worker in the plant. With the older generation, this would often be on a ‘Mr’ or ‘Mrs’ basis to show proper respect while, as the world changed and a younger, more informal generation took their places, it turned to first names. He was also a tireless worker, just as much at home in overalls (some said more) as in a business suit. When a difficult problem arose with any of the equipment, he would be there to see if he could assist. 
Under the guiding hand of the Mortley dynasty, the plant has been a classic example of what some call ‘welfare capitalism’ or ‘benevolent paternalism’. The fact that, somehow or other, lay-offs were avoided in the Great Depression is an often-recalled fact. Placing family members into work, though not always in the same department, has been an article of faith. 
Annual company picnics, regular visits to any employee in the hospital, heavily subsidised coach tours for retirees, a sparkling canteen, a beautiful company garden with outdoor seating, and other such “welfare” aspects abound. Mr Cedric did as much as anyone to continue and extend these features. In his time, a trade union did organize the plant, mainly through the efforts of the maintenance staff. Mr Cedric quickly provided the union with a fine office and agreed to meet for bargaining. Annual pay negotiations have proceeded amicably because the company has made a fair and reasonable offer every time. Staff have rarely, if ever, wanted to question it.
The benevolent paternalism shown to staff by the Mortleys has helped to build a high level of loyalty despite the repetitive and low-skill nature of the work in the factory. Production jobs have been organized into different departments making different products and have been fairly highly specialised. There has been little job rotation but many workers have liked this because of close friends in the same department. 
The factory runs on traditional know-how, rather than anything fancy. Few of the staff have had much experience with computers. There has been a strong apprenticeship system for maintenance workers but few production workers have ever needed to obtain ‘academic qualifications’. The company’s on-the-job training has been more than enough. Aptly called a ‘Sit-by-Nellie’ system, it has worked well because Nellie knew what she was doing and was quick to tell you if you didn’t.
In the last 20 years, the company’s traditional products have retained a kind of cult following. This has allowed the company to fight off lower-priced rivals and also allowed it to carry on with little new investment in high-tech food manufacturing systems. There has been no new food processing equipment for 30 years except for a new canning line introduced 5 years ago. Operations have remained more labour intensive than is the case in many parts of food manufacturing though it has proved more and more difficult to recruit staff. The company has an ageing workforce, more young people are in higher education nowadays, and new migrants, often with low English literacy, have increasingly been recruited as older people have retired.
This almost idyllic picture was shattered last year when Mr Cedric, tinkering inside an old boiler hauled off its work station for maintenance, suffered a massive heart attack. He had no second chance. The funeral, five days later, was attended by not just the whole factory but by most of the town and by half of the county, it seemed.
Then events started to move fast. It transpired that no one in the surviving Mortley clan had any inclination to step into Mr Cedric’s shoes. Mr Cedric had been the public face of the family but things were quite different behind the scenes. The current generation, in fact, had little interest in manufacturing; most lived in warmer climates, and now just wanted their money out. 
As luck would have it, an American food multinational, looking for just such a manufacturing base in Britain, kindly obliged at a ‘good enough’ price and without bothering with due diligence. It was known the plant was outdated, but its large site, capable of further expansion, could serve as a base for exporting US-developed food products throughout Europe, so was key to the acquisition. Its location in an English-speaking environment makes it that much easier to relocate US managers and their families. Its established line of products on the shelves of British supermarkets was not an acquisition motive but something of a bonus that would help to underwrite cash flow in the short run and that would provide the entree to introduce US products. 

You have just been transferred from Chicago to become the new Plant Manager. Your authority extends over all local managerial staff, including those now in place and those who will need to be brought over from the US in due course to transfer your information systems, technologies and manufacturing disciplines. 
Your company is known for modernizing food manufacturing plants to make use of advanced manufacturing technologies. Its reputation for creating efficient scale and for quality and safety is high. It sees its success as lying in capital-intensive plants with high capacity utilization. Your instructions are, first, to ensure that current production continues without disruption, and, second, to develop a plan for the plant’s future based around a substantial capital re-fit and expansion of the product range so as to launch the most Euro-attractive of the US products into the European market. 
The questions

1. What work system changes will be needed to adapt advanced manufacturing technologies and build a large scale, high-quality operation is to be carried out?
2. To what extent do you think the changes identified can be achieved with the existing workforce? How would you decide whom to retain, retrain, etc.?
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