
Guide for managers on factory closure

Pre-announcement planning phase

Form a local project team

1. It is the local manager's (?) responsibility to appoint the members of the project team to handle the closure.
2. Small teams are more effective than large ones and than doing things alone.  Choose four to seven people.

3. Make sure the team has skills you need to manage the closure. The team will also need good relationships and contacts with the people and groups you will need to influence.

4. When you first meet, spend a little time building the team before you get down to business. Everyone could say what they bring to the team, why they want to help the closure go smoothly and what they need from other team members while everyone else listens actively. An activity like this helps to build useful habits like listening, supporting, taking turns and asking for what you need.

5. Every time you meet, take just a few minutes to talk about how you are working together. People could say what was good about the meeting and what, if anything, you they could do to make the next one even better. By doing this, you pay attention to how you are working and you reinforce good practice. It helps you continually improve and deal with any problems before they become severe.

Think how the team will deal with unexpected events.
1. Unexpected things will always happen and you will not be able to anticipate everything. 

2. You can prepare yourselves mentally and organisationally so you when the unexpected arrives you can deal with it and enjoy the process too.

3. Use brainstorming to list all the things you can think of that might happen during the closure process. Brainstorming is a simple structure for generating and evaluating ideas. It works because you do these separately. 
4.  Explain the rules of the brainstorming process carefully. These are, show interest and support at the idea generation change even if the ideas are "daft". Don't criticise or evaluate the ideas yet Talk about which are the best and most useful ideas later. 

5. Talk about the question together. Consider different points of view and perspectives, this may lead you into new ways of thinking. Turn the issue on its head.

6. Each person then thinks quietly and writes down his or her ideas for a few minutes. Write as many a s you can.
7.  One person writes the ideas accurately and without editing on a chart. (Alternatively people can write their own ideas on large "post its" and stick them on the wall).  
8. The participants look at the ideas and list additional ones that they stimulate.  

9. Then, choose the most interesting, common or disturbing ideas and talk together about how you might handle them. What would we do if there were, sabotage, a go slow, serious political lobbying, discussions of a management buyout, key staff leaving "en bloc", we have a major conflict in the team etc.?
Brainstorm how the closure could go wrong and how to manage those issues.

1. Use the brainstorming methods in the part on handling the unexpected to thing about all the ways the closure could go wrong and how you could deal with them. You may get some new insights.

2. You could create charts, as below. After you have made your list, you may decide that some of the possibilities are so unlikely you don't need to spend any time thinking about them.
	What could go wrong?
	How we would deal with it

	E.g. Key workers actively poached by competition offering golden hello's
	Offer our key staff a financial incentive to stay with us

	E.g. Some manager's disrupting the process to buy time to organise a buyout
	Discipline them

	Etc
	Etc


These are just to illustrate the format. I am not suggesting the problems are likely or the courses of action are the right ones.

3. It may be worth thinking about where threats to the closure process could come from. One way to do this is to use a mapping technique. You create a list of the key groups, people, influences and systems that the closure would affect. Then consider how they what this would be, how they might feel and how they might respond. Finally, think about what you might do. This may throw up some possibilities you had not thought of. I give a hypothetical example, below, to show how this might look.

Threat chart

	Groups etc
	Effect of closure
	Possible feelings
	Possible response
	Our response?

	Union officials
	Business as usual
	Resignation
	Routine and boring 
	Ask them for their ideas and input

	Key workers
	Loss of important job
	Anger and anxiety
	Leave the organisation ASAP
	Ask them what they need to be able to stay

	Admin staff
	Having to look for another local job
	Irritation and hope
	Sloppy work because why bother
	Ask managers to listen actively to them 

	Suppliers
	Loss of business and cash flow
	Anxiety
	Wanting to be paid up front
	Letter assuring them that Sealed Air will pay reliably 

	Etc
	Etc
	Etc
	Etc
	Etc


4. You would then think about how you would use your limited resources to deal with the most important threats.

Prepare an outplacement plan

1. Everyone affected by the closure is an individual. Their needs will be different. Some people will require very little, perhaps because they have very marketable skills an attractive personality and flexible domestic arrangements. Some will require a great deal if their skills are specialised, their circumstances are constrained and they don't present themselves very well.

2. This suggests that the plan needs a "diagnostic" part to help people and the organisation find out what individuals need. Then there might be a number of options to meet those needs.

3. You could consider using a different resource to do the diagnostic work than the resource you use to deliver it. This will prevent a potential conflict of interest between the business needs of any external provider and your business needs.

4. When people experience the uncertainty in a closure situation, almost everyone will want to talk and be listened to. This is the best way to sort out your thoughts and feelings. It is inevitable that the uncertainty will stir people up. They may then need help and support in self presentation and the mechanics of looking for work

5. There are a number of ways organise the listening and help. All have advantages and disadvantages, below.

Listening and helping options

	
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	People do it informally. The organisation provides encouragement and some books and electronic resources and the use of CCTV but people use them themselves.
	Small external cost

Not threatening

Very little management time

People use what they can

Shows trust
	Less likely to be constructive so may increase grumbling

Quality of listening will probably be poor

Inefficient and ad hoc so will take lots of time

People may feel abandoned

	Managers listen to their staff but without receiving training. They direct people to the resources above.
	Little external cost

Natural process

Can help build support and trust in difficult times.

Shows trust
	Quality of listening will be variable

Some people will be unwilling to open up

Management time required

May be inefficient

	Managers listen to their staff and receive training to do so. They introduce people to the resources above.
	Natural process

Can help build support and trust in difficult times

Training will be useful

Shows trust
	Management time required

External costs 

Some people will still be unwilling to open up because of history or status

	People take turns listening to each other and are trained to do so.

They are also trained how to get the most out of the resources above.
	Builds self-esteem - it is nice to help other people

Builds trust and connection

Encourages people to share ideas and resources

The skills people learn are useful in life and work.

Training means people use the resources efficiently
	External costs of training

Won't deal by itself with very difficult cases

An unconventional approach so may be hard to sell

Some people may be too anxious to "give"

	Career development workshops where people work in groups to listen to and help each other.

They are also led through exercises on writing CV's, looking for work, being interviewed using the resources above.
	Builds self-esteem, trust and connection. 

Encourages people to share ideas and resources.

People can give each other feedback on their plans and the way they come over.

Working with others increases support and comradeship.


	Some people are very private and find working in a group difficult.

External costs of design and possibly facilitation.

Time required for people to attend and to organise them.

	Engage a professional outplacement company to do the work for you
	Their experience of helping people.

Their network of contacts.

They take most of the responsibility so less management time

Less need for resources.
	Large external costs

Danger of a one size fits all approach

Can appear or be impersonal

Requires careful managing so you get what you need.


6. It may be that your plan will include a blend of these options. This is more likely to be cost-effective and to meet the needs of your staff. 

Prepare Management training plan - presentation skills, dealing with questions, dealing with angry people

1. You will need to have these skills in every factory closure in the Company. The training design could be standardised regionally or globally so every closure team would not have to invent a new process.

2. There is considerable evidence that experienced managers learn best by sharing experiences, helping each other and doing things rather than being told things by trainers.

3. You learn more by sharing successes and it is easier and more fun than by thinking about failures. We all like to defend our self-esteem so when people we get people to look at failures they often find special or extenuating circumstances or someone else to blame.

4. This suggests that a workshop format would be ideal for preparing managers for presenting to staff (i.e. telling them the factory is to close), dealing with their questions and dealing with their anger, fear and sadness. (We could give an outline design here, if you want).
5. At the workshop, people would share their stories of times when they have done these things successfully and work out why it worked well. The more experienced people could help the less experienced which is very rewarding for both groups. People could also have a go by inventing realistic scenarios, practising, observing and giving feedback. This is a light-hearted, easy and enjoyable way of learning important things that you never forget. We could back this up with a bit of theory.

6. The first factory closure where you use this approach would be the pilot. It would be worth looking at its effectiveness very carefully and if it has worked well using it as a template for training other people.

Plan announcement day meetings

1. This is critically important. People will feel unusually fragile and be more prickly than usual because they are anxious. It will be worth spending time thinking about this carefully.

2. Think about the order you make the announcements. The first people or group to hear will consider themselves important or valued just because they hear first. 

3. With something as important as a factory closure, it will be impossible to contain rumours. So limit the effects of rumour by making the announcement to everyone as quickly as you can.

4. Important or difficult information is easier to take in and respond positively to 

face-to-face or in small groups. If people think you have listened to them, they are more likely to respond positively.

5. One way to plan the details of meetings is to use the simple table below. The "why" section makes you think through the reason for each step. This example is a possible format for a meeting that increases the chance of useful interaction.

Sample meeting planning table

	Time
	What 
	Why

	0900
	Welcome, offer tea and coffee
	Gives people chance to arrive and settle

	0915
	Manager explains what will happen and when
	So people know clearly what to expect. This reduces anxiety.

	0930
	Ask people to spend five minutes each way talking to their neighbour about the news, their reaction to it and any questions they have.
	Talking and listening helps people think things through and be more constructive. It also helps people produce better and more constructive questions.

	0945
	Ask people to write down the questions they have.
	You get more thought out questions. Also you can collect the questions and answer them all via a FAQ sheet, if you run out of time.

	1000
	Answer questions
	Reassures people provided you are honest and not defensive. They will also feel listened to and this will help them be more constructive.

	1030
	Close
	A definite end time helps


6. If you use this table to plan every significant meeting you will have less surprises, and be more confident and more professional.

Decide on venues for announcement activity including the venue layout
1. The venue layout should be congruent with the task in hand. It would be clearly unhelpful, for instance, to set up a meeting in a grand hotel to announce a factory closure that is driven by the need to make financial savings. You also don't want a venue that is so unpleasant, cold and uncomfortable that people are so distracted by this that they can't engage with you.

2. People can't think clearly or listen if they have been drinking alcohol. Some people say alcohol relaxes people but all it does is increase people's volubility while reducing their ability to attend or concentrate. Don't use a venue where it is available.

3. Consider a meeting format that makes it easy for people to see each other and interact. If you choose to make the announcement to a large group, the conventional lecture style arrangement is not very effective. Only the most aggressive and confident people will make any response under these conditions. The questions and comments you get will not represent the views of the audience.

4. One good format is to have the audience sitting in small groups. They can turn their chairs to hear the announcement and then reform the groups to talk about it, and raise questions and comments. If representatives of the management visit each group and listen carefully, without undue comment, you will hear the authentic voices of all the staff.
5. Conventional                                                               Interactive




Plan rehearsals for announcements and training for those carrying them out

1. The team needs to be confident that the practical arrangements for the announcement will work. You also need to confident you can handle the questions and comments from the people affected.

2. You can delegate and then check the arrangements. You have to be there to learn how to handle comments and questions.

3. Brainstorm the sort of responses you may get and particularly the ones you might be uncomfortable about handling.

4. Then set up scenarios between yourselves, and involve others if you like, where you practice handling the interaction.

5. For example, if you know there is one supervisor who is often both shrewd and aggressive. You might ask one of your colleagues to "play" him, do the announcement and then respond to his comments "live". 

6. Then discuss the interaction, what did you do that worked, what did the "supervisor" do, think about your response, what could you do differently and better next time.

7. If you want, you could do this again, using what you have learned or move on to another scenario.

8. This method works best if you keep it very informal and light-hearted. In this way, you will relax, learn more and enjoy learning too. 
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