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Workplace trends:
How will they affect you?

Your success or failure as a
these five important factors

D. M. Woodruff, Management
Methods, Inc., Decatur, Alabama
F affecting the hydrocarbon pro-
cessing industry (HPI). Suc-

cessful managers will recog-
nize these trends, understand
how they affect their busi-
nesses and take the neces-
- sary steps to meet the chal-
lenges presented. Major
trends that consultants have
observed in the past three to
five years are shown in the
table. These trends will affect
how well managers and busi-
nesses perform in the last
half of the '90s and well into
the 21st century.

Because costs and compe-
tition are the two driving

forces of change in industry,
they are also the driving
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manager depends on

it is almost impossible to get away
from work. However, on the positive
side, this trend is leading to produc-
tivity improvements in many indus-
tries. Recently, the American Produc-
tivity Institute has reported

Major workplace trends in the ’90s I

Longer working hours

2. More complex work

Increased intensity

Rapid change

Less loyalty

possible with work schedules.

“Flex-time” is a positive way of
dealing with longer work hours for
professionals in the HPI. By allowing
engineers or other professionals to
exercise control over their work sched-
ules, employees feel more ownership
and are usually willing to continue
putting in longer hours. Another pos-
itive step is to monitor productivity,
safety, quality and atten-
dance, and tie rewards to
success in these critical
areas.

More complex work. None
of us in the HPI will deny
that technology has changed
the way we work. From
sophisticated process control
systems to online process
management to personal
digital devices, it is obvious
that work processes are
more complex than ever
before. This trend has also
had a “stress increasing”
effect on workers. Think

forces behind these five
major trends. As managers
analyze these trends and assess their
impact on how they do business, it is
important to keep in mind that costs
and competition are driving these
trends.

FIVE MAJOR WORKPLACE
TRENDS

Longer work hours. The average
work week has lengthened since the
mid-1970s. Two decades ago the ques-
tion was, “What will workers do with
all their leisure time?” Now, the ques-
tion is, “What leisure time?” The Wall
Street Journal reported in May 1994
that the average work week had
reached a post-World War II high of
41.7 hours per week. Also, with tech-
nology and the “virtual office” concept,

significant increases in manufactur-
ing productivity in America.! With
productivity results improving, why
should managers be concerned with a
trend of longer work hours?

In August 1995, USA Today
reported an increase of 14% in worker
absenteeism as compared to the pre-
vious three years. Longer work hours
can also lead to increased employee
stress levels and increased family
pressures. Longer work hours, if not
managed properly, can also lead to
quality and safety concerns. What
should the manager consider? First,
take the time to listen to employees
and work with them to reduce exter-
nal pressures caused by work sched-
ules. Second, be aware of potential
problem areas and be as flexible as

about how much more prod-
uct one employee can “mess
up” today, as compared to a few years
ago. Also, with the “just-in-time” man-
ufacturing strategies being used, any
system breakdowns can have far-
reaching effects on customers and ulti-
mately on success. So, what is the
answer?

Effective, “just-in-time” needs-
based training is critical to beating
competition and to helping employees
adjust to a more complex work world.
How can we accomplish this? Deter-
mine the training requirements for
each position in your business and
provide this needs-based and relevant
training as employees need it. With
the other trends in the workplace
today, the concepts of “mass training”
and “train the trainer” are out. These
approaches worked well in the '80s,




but not as well for today’s leaner orga-
nizations and complex processes.
Usually, effective training for com-
plex work is provided in a short-term,
customized program that is presented
by professionals. Another step is for
the manager to take an active role in
reviewing each employee and work-
ing with him or her to identify how
work processes could be simplified.
Remember, complexity is not neces-
sarily a given. Certain jobs can be sim-
plified by using the tools of continu-
ous improvement (See “A common
sense approach to quality manage-

ment,” April 1993). A byproduct of
such an effort may be to pin point spe-
cific training an employee needs and
to schedule him or her to attend the
training. Be sure to document these
reviews as a part of your ISO efforts.

Do not forget the basics. (See
“Become a low-cost, high-quality pro-
ducer,” September 1995). With today’s
more complex work processes, it is
sometimes easy to overlook funda-
mentals. Take care of the basics: pro-
vide credible and effective leadership,
focus on people, serve customers,
define the work to be done, establish a

quality system that works, practice
continuous improvement, eliminate
waste, develop resources, measure
results and use technology effectively.

Increased intensity. Organizations
have become “lean and mean,” causing
a higher level of intensity and even fear
in the workplace. One of quality expert,
Dr. W. Edwards Deming’s “fourteen
points” is to drive out fear. Many
employees feel the intense demands of
schedules, customers and other
employees, while fearing for long-term
security. This increased intensity is
fueled by frustration and confusion.
Often employees do not have a clear
understanding of expectations or of
how to deal with the other four major
workplace trends. The speed of com-
munications combined with managers’
and customers’ higher expectations
have helped to create the feeling of an
“intense workplace.”

In conversations with managers in
different industries, few mid-level
managers feel that work is as much
fun or as meaningful as it was a few
years ago. Another concern is that if
they do not “keep-up” or become more
aggressive they will be left out. The
“lean and mean” terminology has been
confused with how people are treated
as opposed to organizational struc-
ture. The president of the Oil, Chem-
ical and Atomic Workers has com-
mented, “They have become mean and
we have become lean.” That may be a
little extreme, but it is too important
to be overlooked.

What should the successful man-
ager do? First, be sure that all expec-
tations for employees have been iden-
tified and communicated to each.
Next, take the time to let employees
know they are important by listening
to their concerns. Finally, make every
effort to provide positive feedback to
employees. Sure, speed is important
and work continues to be intense, but
some of the fears and stress can be
alleviated with this simple approach.

Rapid change. History shows that
with the approach of a new century or
millennium, the rate of change accel-
erates significantly. Some of us in the
HPI can relate to the rapid rate of
changes over the past few years. With
advancements in technology, we can
expect this rate to increase over the
next five years. Meeting the cost, speed
and competitive pressures of tomorrow
requires changes in work processes and

methods. Change is “scary,” but con-
stant in the lives of employees. How
should managers deal with this trend?
To effectively manage the change pro-
cess requires that we prepare for
change, implement change and “lock-
in” change. This can only be done when
there is a high level of trust throughout
the organization combined with
employee involvement and effective
communications. (For more informa-
tion on managing the change process,
see “How to effectively manage
change,” January 1996). Change can
be good or bad for an organization.

Manage it as you would any other pro-
cess. Be careful that rapid change does
not disrupt productivity and morale in
your organization.

Less loyalty. “Layoffs affecting 2,800
people, 500 jobs to be lost, etc.,” are
the headlines of the past few years.
While some organizations in the HPI
are beginning to grow again, others
are still dealing with staffing reduc-
tions. Two buzzwords that people are
tired of hearing are “downsizing and
rightsizing.” It is not over yet. These
issues have caused less loyalty

‘between employees and their compa-

nies. Remember, loyalty works both
ways—employee to company and vice
versa. The average worker will have
seven or eight jobs in a career as com-
pared to three or less only a decade
ago. What should the manager do?
Successful managers will work dili-
gently to build trust and loyalty. Even
if you have not been involved in a lay-
off, employees in your organization
may be uneasy. Good communica-
tions—especially from the executive
suite—is essential for reducing this
uneasiness. Be sure that you are hon-
est in daily dealings with every
employee. Integrity is the major
ingredient in building increased loy-
alty in the work force.

Dealing with these trends is impor-
tant to your success as a manager. You
can only be as successful as the peo-
ple in your organization. Any steps
you take to help them be more suc-
cessful serves to make your job eas-
ier. These trends are not going away in
the next few years, but will continue to
affect the HPI. Successful organiza-
tions develop strategies to deal with
them. One of the most effective strate-
gies is to follow these seven timeless
leadership principles:® 1) lead with
integrity; 2) accept responsibility; 3)
establish goals/implement plans; 4)
respect individuals and families; 5)
continue to learn; 6) expect results;
and 7) be sincere.
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