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Industrial Services

On the eve o f  a major lec­
ture tour o f  Australia, one  
o f  A m erica’s m ost re­
spected  m anagem ent academ ics 
has blasted the approach to pro­
d u ctiv ity  im p rovem en t used by 

m any large organisations.

P a ltry  q u ick  fixes create 
h a vo c  in the future
W ritin g  in last m o n th ’s H R  
M o n th ly , W ayne C ascio, Professor 
of M an agem en t and D irector o f  
International Program s at 
D en ver’s U niversity o f  C olorado, 
says m any com p an ies are trying  
only quick fix solutions, often pro­
d u cin g  short term results he d e­
scribes as paltry, w hen com pared  
to the enorm ous long run damage 
they do.

At the heart o f  the problem  ac­
cord in g  to C ascio is a m anage­
m ent m ania w ith  cost cu ttin g  in 
general and ’d o w n siz in g ’ in par­
ticular. H e accuses m any execu­
tives o f  blatant hypocrisy in their 
hand ling o f  the workforce: w hile  
senior managers often  glibly repeat 
’p eop le are our greatest asset’, 
look ing at what they really do with 
their hum an resources, as distinct 
from  w h at they say about them , 
reveals a glaring credibility gap.

Far too  o ften , says C ascio, 
leaders o f  our corporations— even 
as they m outh  p latitudes about 
how  highly they regard the work­
force— treat their s ta ff m erely as 
’units o f  p roduction’ to be cut, in­
stead o f  as im portant assets to be 
m ain ta in ed  and develop ed . A nd  
the irony is that, for all the rheto­
ric about hard-headed cost effi­
ciency w hich  drives this attitude, 
the approach d oesn ’t work in eco­
nom ic or productivity terms.

T o  prove it, the U niversity of 
C olorado carried out an extensive 
study o f  Am erican organisations  
w hich had used heavy cost cutting  
and dow nsizing as their preferred 
strategy. There were no exceptions
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to their find ing that five years af­
ter co m m en c in g  these program s 
such com panies were distinctly less 
profitable, relative to com petitors  
in the sam e industry. M easured  
productivity declined or rem ained  
static in m ore than 60%  o f  such  
com p an ies d esp ite— or perhaps 
because o f— the massive upheaval 
created by w holesale sackings and 
career d isloca tion . Share prices 
lagged  b eh in d  those o f  co m p eti­
tors by 5—45% .

C u ttin g  costs does not 
e q u a te  w ith  cutting staff
So, if d ow nsizing is so fashionable, 
w hy hasn’t it worked? Because, ac­
co rd in g  to C ascio  and his team , 
the o n ly  strategy used in these 
com panies was to cut costs by cut­
ting people. T h e careers o f  m ost o f  
th ose  w h o  were sacked were d e­
stroyed; those w h o  rem ained b e­
cam e narrow -m ind ed , risk-averse 
and p reoccu p ied  w ith  their ow n  
se lf-in terest. N o b o d y  b en efited , 
least o f  all the organisation. H e ar­
gues stron gly  that unless crude 
cost cutting is replaced, or at least 
accom panied , by a broad ranging 
program  to change the way that 
w ork is actually  d o n e  it w ill be 
ever thus.

T h is  w ill strike a chord v/ith  
m any ALIA m em bers. It certainly 
is fam iliar to m e. In recent 
m onths, I have received num erous 
calls for help from librarians facing 
exactly this sort o f  threat. It is es­
pecially depressing to note that as 
A m erica is co m in g  to accept the 
argum ents and findings o f  people 
like Professor C ascio, m any A us­
tralian m anagers are stiil in the 
first flush o f  excitem ent about pre­
c isely  the p olic ies w h ich  he and  
other m anagem ent academ ics have 
now  exposed as fatally flawed.

ALIA has approached m any  
em ployers recently to protest 
about w hat w e regard as short­
sigh ted  approaches to the library

and in form ation  function inside  
organisations.

W e have em phasised the im ­
portance given to provision o f  in­
form ation  in rum erous  
G overnm ent sponsored ftudies o f  
ways to make Austral a more effi­
cient, productive and internation­
ally co m p etitiv e . W e have 
rem inded em ployers that libraries 
have been identified  as having per­
haps the m ost crucial ro e to play 
in that process.

In fairness to some, the re­
sponse from  employers has not al­
ways been negative. Fut it is clear 
that con tin u in g  work wi.l be n ec­
essary to prevent library and infor­
m ation services being seen m erely 
as op tion a l o n -co sts  ripe for re­
m oval or reduction . As I have 
pointed  ou t to several em ployers, 
it is suprem ely ironic that on ly  a 
few short years ago exactly the  
sam e m yopic attitude was taken by 
m any m anagers to the train ing  
and develop m en t furction in or­
ganisations.

G iv in g  o u r  w o rk fo rce  the 
rig h t skills
N o w , as a result, the whole co u n ­
try is caught up in a scram ble  
against tim e to repair the dam age 
in a bid to give our national w ork­
force the skills to com pete w ith  
countries w hich  adopted a rather 
m ore en lig h ten ed  attitude from  
the word go. W hat a pity it w ill be 
i f  Australia makes exactly the same 
m istake w ith  regard to in form a­
tion  in general and lilrary services 
in particular.

So that the N atiom l O ffice can 
gauge as accurately as possible the 
extent of this problem  I w ould  ap­
preciate hearing from m em bers 
about their experiences w ith  reor­
gan isation  and ratiotalisation  o f  
their function  in way. w hich  seek  
either to replace or severely reduce 
it. Please call m e at the N ational 
O ffice if  you  wish to com m ent. ■


