Unit 8 Assignment
Globe Distributors

Norman Riley had been the supervisor of the shipping department for the past two years at Globe Distributors, a medium-sized wholesaler.  The shipping department has eight employees who prepared orders of products for delivery.  Norman figured that cooperating with the sales representatives was the best way to maintain a favorable reputation with his boss.  To keep the sales representatives happy, Norman started accepting special orders and rush orders directly from them rather than waiting until the orders were processed through the sales office.  In return, the sales representatives passed along the word to Norman's boss that he was very cooperative and responsive to their needs.  Before long there were an increasing number of customer complaints about shipping errors and late deliveries of regular orders.  Norman tried to cover up any problems in the shipping department, rather than talking about them to his boss.  When his boss asked about the shipping errors and delays, Norman blamed them on the difficulty of getting good workers.  He complained that opposition by the labor union made it difficult to dismiss incompetent workers, and it was not possible to provide monetary rewards for good performance because wage rates were established by the union contract.
Norman had an ugly temper and was vicious when angry.  He was very defensive and took as a personal insult any complaints by subordinates or suggestions for improving procedures.  Any worker who complained was punished with verbal abuse and undesirable assignments.  Norman had no supporters among the workers except for two cronies who had "sold out" to him and were favored with special treatment such as the best assignments and more overtime.  Norman asked his two cronies to spy on the others and find out who was responsible for shipping errors, but they were afraid to tell Norman that most of the problems were his own making.  By taking special orders directly from sales representatives, Norman disrupted the smooth, efficient handling of regular orders and increased the chances of mistakes.  He would just give the command to drop everything and get a special order out immediately.  When this happened, regular orders were delayed, and some of these eventually because rush orders as important customers called the sales office to demand better service.  The established system of priorities was undermined and the shipping workers were confused about what do next.  Rather than attempting to take any initiative to resolve unclear orders or correct mistakes, they simply followed the standard procedures and specific directions from Norman.  In this way, Norman could not fire them if something went wrong.

The situation was getting worse in the shipping department, and Norman had no idea what to do about it.  He began checking more closely on the work.  Whenever he found an error in an order being assembled, he would "chew out" the worker in front of the others.  At the weekly department meetings he would read the list of errors for the previous week, and urge everyone to do better.  However, most of the shipping workers did not care any more.  They knew that Norman was only concerned about his own reputation and they refused to work harder just to make him look good.

The atmosphere of fear and hostility in the department had reached a peak just before Norman was scheduled to take his three-week annual vacation.  Grant, one of the shipping clerks, had an idea for showing top management that the department was better off without Norman.  Grant met after work with the other shipping workers who could be trusted, and they agreed to try his plan.  Then they discussed improvements in work procedures that could be implemented in inconspicuous ways so they would not be obvious to Norman's cronies.

The next Monday when Norman left town in his camper, the shipping department really came alive.  Gone were the long faces and the dragging feet.  The workers quietly implemented the previously planned changes in work procedures to reduce errors and improve efficiency.  Similar orders were handled together to save time, and some high volume products were positioned for easier access.  After an order was assembled for shipment, another worker would check it for accuracy.  Workers began consulting with the sales representatives to recheck any orders that were not clear.  The extra care given to each shipment took more time, but the employees worked faster and took shorter breaks.  By the end of the first week, the backlog of orders was mostly eliminated.  By the end of the second week, there was little need to ask for rush orders, because customers were now getting prompt service with no errors.  Norman's boss stopped by each day to check on the shipping department, and he was surprised and pleased that performance had improved so much.

When Norman returned from vacation, the department returned to normal.  Back came the slow workplace and inefficient procedures.  By the end of the week there was a backlog of unfilled orders again.  The number of shipping errors increased as soon as special orders to avoid them were discontinued, and as Norman once again disrupted the smooth flow of the work with his constant meddling and lack of clear priorities.  This time Norman's boss had little patience with excuses or attempts to blame the workers.  It was obvious that the department ran better without Norman, and he was dismissed.

(Adapted from: Wasmuth, W.J. and Greenhalgh, L. (1979). Effective Supervision, pp. 186-89. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall) 

Your Assignment: 
1.  In class, form small groups to discuss this case.  Consider what has happened, and what should happen at Globe Distributors.  

Please answer the following questions, in class, on a note to me.  Please put the names of the group members on the note.
1.  Norman had legitimate power, but apparently this was not enough.  As a leader, Grant apparently had more power than Norman.  Do you consider Grant to be a good leader? Why?  Please provide a brief response.

2. Assume that you are Norman's boss.  You have just dismissed him, and now you need to replace him.  As you have seen, Grant's "referent power" exceeded Norman's "legitimate power," and this is going to have an impact on your future with this staff.  Keep in mind that your primary source of power is legitimate power as well.  What do you think about replacing Norman with Grant?  Should he be promoted?  Why or why not?  Please provide a brief response.

3. You now need to announce the firing and your subsequent actions to the staff.  What will you tell the staff? 

