Managing people

The new factory worker

John Price gropes his way downstairs in the dark, grabs his keys and races off to work at 4.00 am. Today is a special day for the twenty-nine-year-old Adelaide factory worker. On the job, he will schedule orders as usual for the tiny tool-and-die shop where he doubles as a supervisor when he’s not bending metal himself. By 6.00 pm this evening, he will be in a classroom trying to stay awake.

Growing up, Price liked to work with his hands more than his head. He would help his father fix the family’s old Ford utility. In high school, he excelled in the woodwork class but sat toward the back in English and maths. These days, in an economy where even factory work increasingly is defined by blips on a computer screen, more education is the only road ahead. Price’s employer, for one, is developing customised training for each worker. Some will enrol at a nearby TAFE college. Others will take remote courses through computers set up at the factory. A few will attend afternoon classes with lecturers brought right into the worksite. Price wants to pursue a three-year degree in metallurgy, even if it means putting in long hours on weekends. ‘Someday I hope to manage the plant,’ he says.

Until recently, Australians often divided ranks in secondary school between kids such as Price, who went on to industrial or service work, and university-bound students headed for white-collar or professional jobs. They parted ways at graduation and would move into distinct categories of manual and knowledge workers.

But over the past decade, thinned-out ranks of managers have been equipping factory workers with industrial robots and teaching them to use computer controls to operate massive steel casters and stamp presses. At the same time, managers are funnelling reams of information through the computers, bringing employees into the data loop. Workers are trained to watch inventories, to know suppliers and customers, costs and prices. Knowledge that long separated brain workers from hand workers is now available via computer on the factory floor. 

The trend towards high-skills manufacturing began in the mid-1980s with innovative companies such as Toyota, Motorola and Xerox. They replaced rote assembly-line work with an industrial vision that requires skilled and nimble workers to think while they work. In the 1990s, what was once the industrial avant-garde is now mainstream as its practices spread across the manufacturing sector. Large, old-line companies finally are learning the lesson that investments in training boost productivity, often at less cost than capital investments. As these large companies push suppliers and subcontractors on quality, price and just-in-time delivery, even small businesses see high skills as essential for competition.

The result is an intensifying transformation of the Australian factory. This, investment, though, carries a none-too-subtle message for Australia’s manufacturing workers: improve your skills or risk being left behind. Australian workers are being pushed to raise their technical knowledge to the level of the best Japanese and German workers. At the same time, many are being asked to develop leadership skills and to take a role in managing. Indeed, the old formula of company loyalty, a strong back and showing up on time no longer guarantees job security or even a decent wage. Today, industrial workers will thrive only if they use their wits and keep adding to their skills base. 

Demanding as it is, the high-skills factory represents Australia’s best hope for retaining high wages in a world teeming with workers. Across the economy, in manufacturing and services alike, there has been a surge in demand for higher skills as employers reorganise work around new technologies and human capital-investments. Further, the pressure for more capable workers has begun to generate skills shortages in pockets around the country.

But many companies still need to catch up. Others are actually going in the opposite direction. In industries such as textiles, clothing and footwear, or telemarketing, many employers continue to slice pay, avoid unions and outsource work to lower-wage subcontractors. These trends have led to a growing inequality along skill and education lines, similar to the one cleaving society at large. In this cutthroat environment, an individual worker’s best chance of getting ahead now lies in advancing his or her skills whenever the opportunity arises. 

Until recently, workers such as Price probably would have been out of luck. Now, though, more companies feel they cannot afford not to train. Some job-seekers target high-performance employers just to get the schooling. Many companies are willing to invest money into training if they feel confident the employee has the profile of a lifelong learner.

Source: Adapted from S. Baker, ‘The new factory worker’, Business Week, 30 September 1996, p. 59.

Questions 

1.
Technological changes, like the robotisation of operations at Price’s employer, can affect the structure of organisations, which in turn can change the level of skill requirements for workers. How did robotisation affect the structure of this company and the skill requirements for John Price’s job? Can you think of other technological advancements that have resulted in the opposite effects on worker skill requirements (for example, in the fast-food or retail industries)? In what sense does the competitive strategy employed by the firm influence in which direction technology is likely to affect skill levels of workers?

2.
As we will see throughout this text, globalisation has widespread effects on human resource practices. To what extent were the changes in jobs that came about at Price’s employer driven by factors outside Australia? If companies like this did not make these types of changes to compete, what other changes might they have had to make? If John Price was not willing to make the types of self-improvements he is making, what other types of changes might he have had to accept? What are the national implications of these kinds of changes and how do these changes relate to the competitive advantage of nations like Australia?

