Week 9
Precision Plastics
Precision Plastics - A Case Study 

Precision Plastics Company makes small plastic parts for products such as medical instruments and photography equipment.  Few companies compete in this market because of the difficulties in designing molds to produce small, intricate plastic parts.  Precision's tool and die makers have developed an excellent reputation for designing plastic molds and producing high-quality plastic items. 

The first step in the production process is the design of the parts and the preparation of blueprints and specifications for the molds.  Next, the blueprints go to Joe Casey, the supervisor in charge of the tool and die workers who make the molds.  No two molds are ever alike, and the work requires a high degree of skill.  The tool and die workers are highly trained and experienced in making high quality molds.  They take a great deal of pride in their work.  They also enjoy the work and often comments that it is unfortunate young people are not taking up the trade the way they used to.

Once a mold is completed, it is sent to Bill Smith for installation in a molding machine that makes the plastic parts.  Bill supervises the molding machine workers, and it is his responsibility to make sure they operate the machines safely and efficiently.  The job of operating molding machines is routine, it requires little skill, and the pay is low.  According to Bill, the workers show little interest in their work or loyalty to the company.  Bill has trouble getting the workers to follow safety procedures, and turnover among the workers is high.  Bill believes that most of the workers need close supervision, which is fine with him because he enjoys being that type of supervisor.  Bill is continually pushing for high production, and he quickly deals with any problems or breakdowns in equipment to avoid delays.  Productivity is high in Bill's department and production is usually on schedule. 

When Joe Casey had a serious heart attack and was forced to take early retirement, Bill was assigned to manage the tool and die department.  Bill was surprised by the informality and absence of tight controls he found in the department, and he moved quickly to establish new rules and policies for the tool and die workers.  In his customary way, Bill looked for ways to speed up production and make it more efficient.  He noticed that each worker had a slightly different approach for making molds, and he sought to identify the best features of each approach in order to standardize the process.

Jim Hunt is the manager of production at Precision Plastics.  A few weeks after Bill took charge of the tool and die department; the workers began complaining about him.  They resented the fact that Bill was constantly checking on them, pushing them to do more, and telling them how to do their work, and even though he knew little about it.  The work began to fall behind schedule, and one of the workers quit to take a job elsewhere.  When Jim asked a senior tool and die maker how the new supervisor was doing, he learned that the workers were very dissatisfied with Bill and considered him to be a poor supervisor. 

Adapted from Stephen E. Catt and Donald S. Miller, Supervisory Management and Communication, 1985, by Richard D. Irwin, Inc.


Your assignment:

Your text describes four contingency theories:
Vroom & Yetton's Normative Decision Model
Hersey & Blanchard's Situational Leadership Model
Fiedler's Contingency Model
Evans, House & Dressler's  Path-Goal Theory
You will be divided into four groups.  In your groups, please discuss the assigned contingency theory model from your text, and attempt to see how it applies to this case.  Does it explain what is happening?  How does it help to solve the problem?  You should discuss the case with the goal of your group presenting its results to the rest of the class.  You may structure the class report any way you want.

On March 10, your group will "teach" the class your assigned contingency theory, using the Precision Plastics case as the example.

