Consolidated Life

PART 1

It all started so positively. Three days after graduating with his degree in business adminis-
tration, Mike Wilson started his first day at a prestigious insurance comparny Consoli-
dated Life. He worked in the policy issue department. The work of the department was
mostly clerical and did not require a high degree of techmical knowledge. Given the repeti-
tive and mundane nature of the work, the successful worker had to be consistent and will-
ing to grind out paperwork.

Rick Belkner was the division’s vice president, “the man in charge” at the time. Rick
was an actuary by training, a technical professional whose lcadership style was laisscz-
faire. He was described in the division as “the mirror of whoever was the strongest person-
ality around him.” It was also common knowledge that Rick made $60,000 a year while he
spent his time doing crossword puzzles.

Mike was hired as a management trainee and promised a supervisory assignment within
a year. However, because of a management reorganization, it was only six weeks before he
was placed in charge of an eight-person unit.

The reorganization was intended to streamline work flow, upgrade and combine the
clerical jobs, and make greater use of the computer system. It was a drastic departure from
the old way of doing things and created a great deal of animosity and anxiety among the
clerical staff.

Management realized that a flexible supervisory style was necessary to pull off the reor-
ganization without immense turnover, so the managers gave their supervisors a free hand
to run their units as they saw fit. Mike used this latitude to implement group meetings
and training classes in his unit. In addition, he assured all members raises if they worked
hard to attain them. By working long hours, participating in the mundane task with his unit,
and being flexible in his management style, he was able to increase productivity, reduce
errors, and reduce lost time. Things improved so dramatically that he was noticed by upper
management and earned a reputation as a superstar despite being viewed as free-spinted
and unorthodox. The feeling was that his loose people-oriented management style could be
tolerated because his results were excellent.

A Chance for Advancement

After a year, Mike received an offer from a different Consolidated Life division located
across town. Mike was asked to manage an office in the marketing area. The pay was
excellent, and the position otfered an opportunity to turn around an office in disarray. The
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_ ‘hVC‘“Uﬂ”y. word got back to his former vice president. Rick Belkner, at Consolidated
Life that Mike was looking for another job. Rick offered Mike a position with the same pay
hc was now receiving and control over a 14-person unit in his old division. After consider-
ing other options, Mike decided to return to his old division, feeling he would be able to
progress steadily over the next several years.

Enter Jack Greely; Mike Wilson Returns

Upon his return to Consolidated Life. Mike became aware of several changes that had taken
place in the six months since his departure. The most important change was the hirng of a
new divisional senior vice president, Jack Greely. Jack had been given total authority to run
the division. Rick Belkner now reported to Jack.

Jack’s reputation was that he was tough but fair. It was necessary for people in Jack's
division to do things his way and get the work out.

Mike also found himself reporting to one of his former peers, Kathy Miller. who had
been promoted to manager during the reorganization. Mike had always hit it off with Kathy
and foresaw no problems in working with her.

After a week, Mike realized the extent of the changes that had occurred. Gone was
the loose casual atmosphere that had marked his first tour in the division. Now. a stricter
task-oriented management doctrine was practiced. Morale of the supervisory statt
had decreased to an alarming level. Jack Greely was the major topic of conversation
in and around the division. People joked that MBO now meant “management by
oppression.”

Mike was greeted back with comments like “Welcome to prison” and “Why would
you come back here? You must be desperate!” It scemed as if everyone was looking tor
new jobs or transfers. The ncgative attitudes were reflected in the poor quality of work
being done.

Mike’s Idea: Supervisors’ Forum

Mike felt thata change in the management style of his boss (Jack) was necessary in order
to improve a frustrating situation. Realizing that it would be difficult to atfect :iaFk‘s St'\flc
directly, Mike requested permission from Rick Belkner to form a Supervisors Forum tor
all the managers on Mike’s level in the division. Mike explained th‘at the purpose would
be to enhance the existing management-training program. The forum W'01ildljnu‘lltluij
weekly meetings, guest speakers, and discussions of topics relevamrto thc dl\‘lblotn \:::
the industry: Mike thought the forum would show (jreciy that _h_c was \:”.OUS :]ho :vk'l'v
about dong his job but also about improving morale in the division. Rick gave (he ORE

for an mnitial meeting.
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who were Mike’s peers in the company

The meeting took place and 10 supervisors : : _
a cuphoric attitude in

eagerly took the opportunity to engage in the discussion. There was g
the group as the members drafted their statement of intent. It read as tollows:

To: Rick Belkner
From: New Issue Services Supervisors
Subject: Supervisors’ Forum

meeting. The objective of the mecting

On Thursday, June 11, the Supervisors’ Forum held its first : :
d determine topics we might be

was to identify common areas of concern among the managers an
interested in pursuing.

The first area addressed was the void that we perceive exists in the manageme
gram. As a result of conditions beyond anyone’s control, many of us over the past yeat hzfvc held
supervisory duties without the benefit of formal training or proper experience. Therefore, we
propose that we use the Supervisors’ Forum as a means (o enhance the existing mzmugcmcnl-
training program. The areas we hope to affect with this supplemental training are as follows:
(a) morale/job satisfaction, (b) quality of work and services, () productivity, and (d) management
expertise as it relates to the life insurance industry. With this objective in mind, we have outlined
below a list of activities we would like to pursue:

nt-trainimg pro-

1. Further use of the existing in-house training programs provided for manager trainees and
supervisors, i.e., Introduction to Supervision, EEOQ, and Coaching and Counseling.

2. A series of speakers from various sections in the company, which would help expose us to the
technical aspects of their departments and their managerial styles.

3. Invitations to outside speakers to address the forum on topics such as managerial development,
organizational structure and behavior, business policy, and the insurance industry. Spcakers
could be area college professors, consultants, and state insurance officials.

4. Outside training and visits to the field. This activity could include attendance at scminars on
managerial theory and development relative to the insurance industry. Attached is a represen-
tative sample of a program we would like to have considered in the future.

In conclusion, we hope this memo clearly illustrates what we are attempting to accomplish with
this program. It is our hope that the above outline will give the forum credibility and establish it
as an effective tool for all levels of management within New Issue Services. By supplementing our
on-the-job training with a series of speakers and classes, we aim to develop prospective manage-
rial personnel with a broad perspective of both the life insurance industry and management’s role
in it. Also, we would like to extend an invitation to the underwriters to attend any programs that
might be of interest to them.

cc: J. Greely
Managers

_The group felt' tha.t the memo accurately and diplomatically stated its dissatisfaction
with the current situation. However, the members pondered what the results of their actions
would be and what else they could have done.

PART 2

An emergency management meeting was called by Rick Belkner at Jack Greely’s request
to address the union being formed by the supervisors. Four general managers a; well as
Rick Belkner and Jack Greely were at that meeting. During the meeting it!}wa;s: q;l 7 rcslc;l
that the forum be disbanded 1o “putthem in their place.” However, Rick Belkner felt that f
guided in the proper direction, the forum could die from lack of‘ interest. His stance ‘wns
adopted, but it was common knowledge that Jack Greely was strongly Opi"t;\'cd-to ;hc gmub
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PART 3
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Study Guides

The Showdown

Sitting face-to-face with Rick and Jack, Mike asked if they agreed with the appraisal Kathy
had discussed with him. They both said they did. When asked if any other supervisor sur-
passed his ability and results, cach stated that Mike was one of the best, if not the best they
had. Then why, Mike asked, would they deny him a promotion when others of less ability
were approved? The answer came from Jack: “It’s nothing personal: we just don’t like your
management style. You're an oddball. We can’t run a division with 10 supervisors all doing
different things. What kind of a business do you think were running here? We need people
who conform to our style and methods so we can measure their results objectively. There 1s
no room for subjective interpretation. It's our feeling that if you really put your mind to it,
you can be an excellent manager. s just that you now create trouble and rock the boat. We
don’t need that. 1t doesn't matter if you're the best now. Sooner or later as you go up the lad-
der, vou will be forced to pay more attention to administratve duties and you won’t handle
them well, 1 we correct your bad habits now, we think you can go far.”

Mike was shocked. He turned to face Rick and blurted out, “You mean 1t doesn’t matter
what my results are? All that matters is how | do things?” Rick leaned back mn his chair and
sard m a casual tone, “In a word. yes.”

Mike left the office knowing that his career at Consolidated was over and immediately
started looking for a new job. What had gone wrong”

1. This case can be treated as a three-part predictive exercise.

a. Read only Part | and stop. How do you think the supervisors’ statement of intent
will be received by top management at Consolidated Life?

b. Read Part 2. What do you think Mike will do now? What do you recommend that he
do?

¢. Read Part 3. Should Mike try to continue his career with Consohidated Life or find
a job elsewhere? How does the self-fultilling prophecy attect this situation” 1t he
leaves. do you think he can be successtul in another organization”

2. Was Mike wise to attempt to change the behavior of his boss? Was such an attempt
ethical”? What methods have you read about that he could have used? What would you
have done differently? ’

3. How do you think that Mike would describe the orgamizational culture at Consohdated
Life” What is an employee’s responsibihity for reading a firm’s culture and for adjust-
ing tot?

4. Evaluate the memo Mike wrote. Now assess the farness and motivational impact of
the feedback that Mike received. Will such feedback be usetul in changing his behav-
jor? What advice could you have given Rick and Jack prior to the meeting with Mike?



