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Executive summary


After initial exploration of websites and industry related information via web, news sites, newspapers, and exploration of other industries/companies in similar situation as United Airlines (UAL), we defined our principal management question as follows: To what degree does the employee-satisfaction related factors, and the feared subsequent departure from the company affect the positive economical factors of handing over the Pension Plan to the Pension Benefit Guarantee Corp?"
Problem statement


Terrorist attacks, two battlefronts in the Global War on Terrorism, rising petroleum costs and economic instability have forced UAL and other corporation to operate out bankruptcy.  The approval to terminate UAL’s $9.8 billion defined benefit pension and cede all responsibilities to the Pension Benefit Guarantee Corp (PBGC) will allow UAL to come out of bankruptcy.   With the turnover, pension benefits for current and future retirees may be reduced by the PBGC.  Past employees had always felt that UAL was an “employee owned” airline and retaining quality employees was never a problem.  This severing of trust and loyalty by UAL towards its employees may make it extremely difficult to retain the top-quality employees it needs to operate and escape bankruptcy.  UAL must identify and implement new programs:  To keep employees at work during critical seasons, improve work effectiveness beyond the minimum standard, find improved employee compensation program such an ESOP, 401k plans and other employee satisfaction initiatives. 

Research questions
Bottom-line: 1) What is the forecasted impact concerning the loss of quality employees in UAL? 2) What employee satisfaction programs must be implemented to minimize the loss of the employees? 

Hypothesis

The implementation of employee satisfaction programs such as company sponsored pension reduce the loss of quality employees
Research objectives

1. Determine whether current employee retention is greater or less than past years.

2. Determine whether employees are actively seeking employment elsewhere.

· If so, determine whether the switch from a defined benefits plan to a defined contribution plan was a major contributing factor.

3. Determine whether increased employee benefits would entice employees to stay with UAL.  

· Determine which benefits would persuade employees to stay with UAL.  Options or a combination of options that can be considered are: matching 401K contribution, more time-off, and cafeteria plans.

· Determine the matching contribution amount needed to retain top quality.

· Determine whether a tiered matching contribution based on years of service, position, or a mixture of both would better enhance employee loyalty.  
Literature review

An article from the International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers provides a brief history of events. Over the years, the union has negotiated agreements that provided a modest, but guaranteed pension benefit. UAL employees sacrificed wages, benefits, and other gains with the promise that their retirement would be fully funded. (Miah, 2005)   Even after 9/11, the Pilots, Airline Stewardess and Machinists unions voluntarily sacrificed future increases and took current pay cuts to support UAL during the lean air travel timeframe. (Maynard, 2005) UAL executive management continued to seek additional cuts from employees above this effort.  Over 132,000 pilots, flight attendants, and ground service workers belong to UAL unions.  The unions’ negotiation attempts to discourage UAL from pursuing the termination of its defined benefit pension plan failed. UAL’s filed a motion with the federal bankruptcy court for approval to terminate benefits. (Neidenberg, 2005) This motion would allow UAL to de-obligate themselves of 9.8 billion dollars. A New York Times article highlights recent developments that may have exacerbated UAL status. Travel has suffered immensely since 9/11, and it has not recovered. Fuel costs across the nation have skyrocketed for several reasons. Airline fuel consumption has risen 35%. 
On 11 May 2005, the bankruptcy court approved the termination of UAL’s pension plan and ceded the pension responsibilities to the Pension Benefit Guarantee Corporation (PBGC). (Martin, 2005)  Of note, the PBGC is already under-funded and individual payment to retired UAL employees may be greatly reduced.  This impacts employees in several ways.  It demoralizes, reduces performance efficiency and may cause some to seek employment elsewhere. (De Lollis, 2004) Highly skilled employees must be retained, which means programs to enhance satisfaction and loyalty must be implemented. (Levin, 2005)  The online resource Market Metrix expounds on new initiatives that minimize this impact. 
Research design


Based on the research questions and hypothesis, the following design for conducting research has been established:

· It will be conducted as an exploratory study, but will include some elements of a formal study.  

· It will attempt to answer the research questions posed. 
· The study will be based on case studies and interviews with key individuals within the organization.  

· Statistical input will also be presented in the form of questionnaire data from a sample of the employee population. 
· The data will be collected primarily via interrogation and communication studies, and will be an ex post facto type research.  

· The study will be descriptive, in that it will attempt to measure the level of satisfaction in various areas of business.  
· It is suggested it be a cross-sectional study, but further study may be warranted, in which case longitudinal studies of the panel variety may be proposed.
· The case studies will focus on qualitative research, and will consist of in-depth interviews and elite interviews with key personnel, including management.  Also, a small scale experience survey will be conducted, consisting of open-ended questions, which allows for the uncovering of opinions.  

· Employees from various fields and level of skill will be interviewed, as well as a mix of new and older employees in various age-groups.


It is of some concern that employees may not want to divulge their truthful opinion of the organization and its’ doings, in fear of repercussion.  It must be emphasized throughout the research process that the purpose of the study is to ensure UAL employees are satisfied with their job situation, and to inspire loyalty and retention of skilled and productive employees. 
Nature and form of results


Upon conclusion of the study, United’s management and human resources department will have a better gauge of the real level of satisfaction of their employees. The study will determine how much employee loyalty was impacted due to the ceding of the Pension Plan to the Pension Benefit Guarantee Corp.  The data will be presented as employee-wide, but also divided into workers in different skill-levels and age-groups, to determine which groups are most unsatisfied, and for whom it is more urgent to see changes in the organization to retain.  Also, information on employee departure since termination of the defined-benefits program, will be compared to average employee departure over the last 5-10 years prior to this event.


Statistical data from employee questionnaires will be tabulated and presented, and will give direct measure of satisfaction, and perceived value of previous and current benefits and compensation package. 


Qualitative research will generate a report with significant findings, and attempt to determine trend.

Research schedule

	Timeline
	4 months before deadline
	4 months before deadline
	3.5 months before deadline
	2.5 months before deadline

	Action
	Refine questions for questionnaire, interviews, and polling
	Determine composite of polling sample.
	Pass out questionnaires. Conduct interviews. Conduct polling.
	Collect questionnaires.

	By Whom
	Research Support Team
	Research Support Team
	Research Support Team
	Research Support Team

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Timeline
	2 months before deadline
	1.5 month before deadline
	2 weeks before deadline
	Deadline

	Action
	Consolidate all data
	Analyze Data
	Generate Results
	Submit Results

	By Whom
	Research Support Team
	Research Support Team
	Research Support Team
	Research Support Team
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