Dick Spencer at Modrow Co.

“I’ve made lots of mistakes in my jobs but this series of incidents was so frustrating that I could have cried at the time,“ said Dick Spencer to two of his old business school professors.
The friendly chat at his business school reunion had turned to Dick’s job as vice president of a large manufacturing plant. Tri-American employed approximately 22,000 people in sixteen countries including six US plants and one in Canada. The Company was decentralized – the various plants competed against each other as though independent – which increased the authority and freedom of each plant manager but also increased pressures for profitability. 

Spencer’s background

Dick Spencer had been with Tri-American for fourteen years and in that time his progress within the firm was considered spectacular by many. 
At age 22 Dick had received an MBA from a well-known American university and accepted a job as a salesperson for Tri-American. During his first year in that job he landed a large contract which put him near the top of the firm’s sales. Several fellow salespeople, however, said that his looks, charm, and golf score contributed as much to this success as his business knowledge or his sales ability.
In his second year at Tri-American Dick closed several large contracts, none of them as large as his first year’s major sale, but in total volume for the year he was again near the top. Although his sales record created challenges for the other salespeople, they thought of him as a regular guy and enjoyed the few occasions when they socialized with him. Dick’s name became well known in corporate headquarters where he was called “the guy to watch.”
During this time, however, his wife became deeply discouraged by Dick’s heavy work schedule and as a result divorced him. Also by the end of the second year he felt some doubts about his career. He suspected that he would not look forward to working the rest of his life as a salesman. When he talked about this uneasiness with his friends they suggested he think about the job of sales manager. “You won’t make the kind of money you’re making from commissions,” he was told, “but you’ll have your foot in the door to management and you won’t have to travel as much.” Dick didn’t heed their suggestions and continued to sell but didn’t get the satisfaction from his job as he once did.
By the end of his third year with Tri-American Dick was convinced he wanted to change the direction of his career. During the golf outing at the annual company sales conference, one top manager kidded him about his sales ability, joking that anyone could sell a product as good as Tri-American’s but that it took real ability and know-how to make the products. The remark stuck with Dick and much later he formally requested a transfer to manufacturing. 
Dick was transferred to headquarters where he was trained as a special assistant to the senior vice president of production. In this job he was assigned several trouble shooting projects where he did well but gained a reputation as being ruthless and a “hatchet man” in the plants where he had performed severe “amputations.” From being an amiable, genial, easygoing guy in sales, he acquired the reputation of a cold, calculating trouble-shooter. Dick’s boss was aware of Dick’s reputation but was pleased with the results he achieved. The faltering departments that Dick had worked in seemed to bloom with new life and energy after Dick’s recommended amputations. As a result the vice president sang Dick’s praises.

England

Dick’s next assignment was as assistant plant manager of an English branch of the firm. By this time Dick had a new wife and family and moved them to London. 
The plant manager was English as were most of the managers and workers. Dick was impressed by the marked difference between British and American management. 
Dick’s instructions from headquarters were to update the plant and to improve its performance. However his power and authority were less than those of his superiors so he usually soft-pedaled his suggestions or withheld them. After a frustrating year and a half in this position he was made plant manager of an old British firm just purchased by Tri-American. He left London and moved his family to Birmingham. 
He operated much as he had in his troubleshooting job. All supervisors and managers who survived his initial purge were sent to training and re-education programs. He directed that production methods be studied and simplified or redesigned wherever possible. He also directed that production methods be developed which would better meet the needs of the sales department. He asked the plant controller to improve profits through stringent cost controls. By the end of the third year the company showed a small profit for the first time in many years. 
Dick by now felt that his job in Birmingham was done and he requested a transfer back to the US. Nine months later he was made junior vice president and manager of the Modrow plant in Canada.

Plant manager

The Modrow Company was a major producer of primary aluminum and aluminum products such as aluminum foil, siding, and roofing. The Plant, which did mostly fabrication, was in a Canadian border town and had a work force of around 1,000. The plant’s major advantages were its location and stable work force.

The plant’s management expected greatly increased sales in the future since aluminum products were gaining importance so the plant t was in the final stages of a modernization and expansion project in anticipation of the expected sales growth. Dick was an American who had been transferred to this plant two years after the start of the modernization program. 
When he arrived at the plant Dick inherited the usual problems which accompany such large projects: Construction was behind schedule, new equipment arrived before it could be installed, and employees were upset that the changes would unpleasantly change their job routines. In addition, the previous plant manager, a Tri-American vice president, had begun a campaign to reduce costs and expenses. He asked each worker to make cost reduction a person goal. In general plant morale was low. Dick’s reputation preceded him and he was viewed with suspicion. 
The first months on the job for Dick were a flurry of meetings and conferences, catching up on reports, meeting local civic leaders, and reading many dispatches from headquarters. Meanwhile, costs of the expansion continued to rise. Eventually the project was finished although behind schedule and the plant’s financials showed a loss - which was expected. 
With the plant in full operation, Dick developed a habit of walking around the plant. He was apt to appear anywhere on the plant floor, in the design offices, at the desk of the purchasing agent or plant accountant, in the plant cafeteria, or wherever something was going on. During these strolls he looked, listened, and become acquainted. He did not, however, reveal his thoughts at the time. Rather he made a mental note to later talk to the supervisor, manager, or foreman. 
At first his presence disturbed those who saw him coming but after seeing him several times without any noticeable effect, the workers accepted his presence and just went on with their work. Supervisors, managers, and foremen, however, did not feel comfortable when they saw him around. One day the siding department manager reflected this in a private conversation with one of his foremen:
Manager: I’d wish to hell he’d stay up in the front office where he belongs. Whoever heard of a plant manager who has time to wander around the plant all the time? Why doesn’t he stick to his paperwork and let us do our jobs.

Foreman (joking): Don’t let him get you down. Nothing comes of his visits. Maybe he’s just lonesome and looking for a friend. You know how these Americans are.
Manager: Maybe you think nothing comes of his visits but I don’t. I’ve been called to his office three times in the last two months. The heat must be on from the head office. You know those meetings we have every month where we review the numbers and so on? ... Well we’re not moving fast enough. I think we’re in for continuing trouble.
In that first year at Modrow he felt constantly pressured and badgered. He also sensed that the Canadians resented his presence since he was brought in over the heads of the other managers. At the same time he felt that people at headquarters were always monitoring his performance and waiting for him to prove himself or fall on his face. 
Because of the constant job demands, Dick had “dumped” his family in the new community and had withdrawn into his job at the plant. He put up a wall against his family’s demands and his family in turn felt that he had abandoned them. Several times Dick had disappointed, frustrated, or confused his family by forgetting birthdays, games, dinners, etc. 
On the job Dick had ideas for cost procedures he wanted to put into action; however, without the support and knowledge like he had in his former controller he had to look into the details himself. One day he overheard two of the accountants with whom he worked very closely: “For a guy who’s a vice president he sure spends a lot of time breathing down our necks. Why doesn’t he just tell us the kind of system he wants to try and let us do the experimenting and work out the budget?” After hearing this Dick spent less time and tried to be less directive in dealing with the accounting department.
In another incident at a meeting with his top managers, they had been going “hammer and tongs” for more than an hour in his office. In the discussions they had loosened ties, taken their coats off, and rolled up their sleeves. Dick himself had taken off his shoes. In the middle of this his secretary came in to remind him of his appointment with several public officials. Dick rapidly finished his meeting, straightened his tie, donned his coat – and walked out of his office in stocking feet.
The above incidents describe the continuing pressure and frustration Dick felt in the job and in his family. They also set the stage for the baffling and frustrating incident in the siding department. 
The siding department

Siding was an important, large profit margin product for Modrow. The trim shop in the siding department cut large sheets of coated siding to specifications then packed and shipped the product. The shop was located near the loading platforms and Dick often cut through the shop on his tours through the plant. 
On one of his frequent cuts through the trim shop he became aware of the fact that several workers who disposed of the trim waste were spending countless hours cutting scraps – which ranged from seven to 27 feet - into smaller lengths so they could fit into scrap barrels. With cost reduction always on his mind, Dick picked up one of the thin strips, bent it several times, and fitted it easily into the barrel. He did the same with another piece and it also bent very easily. 
After assuring himself that bending the scrap metal by hand was possible, he walked over to a worker at the saw and asked him why he was using the saw when the metal could be easily bent by hand and fit into the barrels. Much time and equipment would be saved, he said. The worker replied, “We’ve never done it that way, sir. We’ve always cut it.”
Dick was distressed by this reply but in accord with his usual practice of not discussing matters on the shop floor, he returned to his office and asked the manager of the siding department if he could speak to the scrap foreman. 

In a brief moment the foreman appeared, agitated at being summoned to the plant manager’s office. Dick asked him about the scrap disposal process and received the same answer: ”We’ve always done it that way.” Dick then repeated to the foreman the plant’s cost cutting goals; talked about how he could bend the scrap with his hands; called for a few pieces of scrap so he could show him; and lastly, he asked the foreman to order heavy gloves for his workers and to use the bending process for a two week trial to check the cost savings possible. 
The foreman listened throughout most of this hour’s meeting, offered several reasons why it wouldn’t work, raised some questions about the record keeping for cost purposes, and left the office with a forced agreement to try the suggested new method. Dick thereby ended what he thought was a satisfactory conversation.
Some time after this meeting Dick was cutting through the scrap area. He was shocked by what he saw. Against his orders, the workers were using power saws to cut scrap. He later called the manager of the siding department who told Dick, “Each foreman is responsible for his own processes and since you’ve already talked to that foreman perhaps you should talk to him again.” 
When the foreman arrived Dick received a number of excuses and explanations of the problems they were having trying to bend the scrap. “I don’t care what the problems are,” Dick was nearly shouting. “ When I request a cost reduction program to be instituted I want to see it carried through.” Dick was furious.
When the foreman left, Dick phoned the maintenance department and ordered the immediate removal of the power saws from the scrap area. A short time later the foreman of the scrap department stopped by Dick’s office, astonished at having maintenance men come into his area and remove the saws without his approval. 

Dick reminded the foreman of his request for a trial at cost reduction and ended the conversation by saying that the power saws were gone and would not be returned - and the foreman had damned well better learn to get along without them. After the foreman’s stormy exit Dick congratulated himself on having solved the problem. He then turned his attention to other matters.

A few days later Dick was cutting through the trim area –and had to stop to stare. He was completely confounded to see gloved workers using hand shears to cut each strip of scrap.
This case was adapted from one prepared by Prof Margaret E Fenn at the Graduate School of Business, University of Washington.
