























LIFE AT THE SHARP END: HOW PRODUCTION AND OPERATIONS MANAGERS SEE THEIR WORLDS OF WORK
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Over the past two decades, firms have come under increasing pressure through global competition, to improve their operations and production and operations managers are expected to make major contributions to this challenge. As part of a global study of these issues in North America, Australasia and Europe, this paper examines how well prepared are such managers in Britain, how they view their worlds of work, their satisfactions and their frustrations.
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INTRODUCTION



Firms have come under increasing pressure over the past two decades in the face of global competition to improve their operations. The delivery of such improvements has fallen heavily upon production and operations managers.  This paper examines the extent to which these managers are well prepared to meet the challenge.  As part of a global study of these issues in North America, Australasia and Europe (D'Netto & Sohal 1999), a survey of the careers of British production and operations managers is reported, describing their educational background, career progression and the ways in which they view their changing worlds, their satisfactions and their frustrations. 



When examining the working life of an occupational group, the concept of a career is readily associated with such experiences.  Arthur et al  define a career as "the evolving sequence of a person's work experiences over time" (Arthur et al 1989:8)   Thus a career implies a moving perspective and especially where education and training are an occupational prerequisite, there are expectations of progression through organisational  hierarchies and/or in terms of occupational prestige.



THE PRODUCTION AND OPERATIONS MANAGERS



The sample of 190 managers were located primarily in electrical engineering, mechanical engineering, food and drink, chemical manufacture and automotive companies. One hundred of these companies were UK owned, 44 were American or Canadian,  34 Continental European and 8 South East Asian organisations. Just over half the sample were drawn from membership  of the Institute of Operations Management. Seventy-five percent of the sample were working on sites of less than 500 employees.



PREPARING FOR THE JOB



In terms of educational background, 37% had the minimum of a first degree and a further 18% had a higher degree, usually an MBA.  Amongst the less qualified 26% had a two year diploma qualification but 19% had only secondary school/high school leaving qualifications.  The more highly qualified managers were found in the South East Asian and American/Canadian owned companies.



Of these managers very few have worked only in the production area but 30% of them made up their minds early in their career, entering production after experience of only one other function, whereas 55% had experience of anything from two to five different areas.  Nevertheless for over half of these managers, experience of other functions was short lived, as they had settled on production by their mid twenties.  For those with wider experience their backgrounds show  considerable variety with the most commonly cited functions being general management, followed by warehousing, then research and development or purchasing. 



CURRENT EXPERIENCES OF WORK



Turning to the sample's current jobs, 65% have total responsibility for direct production/operations, either as directors or managers, with a further 24% having partial responsibility, often reporting to a more senior manager, or working in a support area like logistics.  These managers often also have total responsibility for other areas relating to production, for instance planning (46%), maintenance (35%), work study (33%), and quality or purchasing (both 24%).  Respondents were asked if they considered that they should have a greater degree of control of other areas and  85% wanted increased control over quality, 82% over systems design, 81% over planning and 68% over purchasing and supply.



In the course of their careers, production and operations managers often have to work quite closely with other associated areas like planning, work study, maintenance, purchasing and supply, quality etc. and in general these relationships are seen as satisfactory for at least three quarters of the sample.  However one area appears to be more problematic, with 49% considering relationships with the development of new products/services area as unsatisfactory.



Regarding job satisfaction, solving management problems is the most cited source of satisfaction, mentioned by 97% of the sample, followed by opportunities for improving efficiency (93%) and opportunities for personal initiative (91%).  The main source of dissatisfaction is not surprisingly hours of work which are mentioned by 72% of respondents and this is followed by dealing with labour difficulties (54%) and working conditions (50%).  They were also asked if they believed that there is adequate knowledge/expertise of the production/operations management function at Board level but only 55% see their Board of Directors as knowledgeable about such matters.



The managers were also asked to compare their situation with that of managers in other functional areas in their organisation in terms of a seven point scale, with 1 representing well above average and 7 well below average.  The managers consider that they compare most favourably with other managers in terms of work importance and authority, control and autonomy (both 2.9), whereas they consider themselves to be disadvantaged in terms of compensation, advancement opportunities and benefits/perks (4.0, 4.1, 4.0).  Otherwise, these managers seem to see themselves as not very dissimilar compared with other managers,  in terms of other work related factors (e.g. work variety, job security and social interaction/congeniality).



CONCLUSIONS



In general then it appears that, for this sample at least, they are reasonably well prepared in terms of formal education qualifications to undertake this work.  Also three quarters of the sample are engaged in developing their competencies through continuing professional development programmes, usually funded by their companies.  In addition to formal qualifications, they have had a variety of experience in different functional areas, especially in their early career.  In terms of their actual work situations there is considerable satisfaction, except in the areas of hours of work and compensation and they generally enjoy good working relationships with other areas.  However, one source of concern relates to the extent of control that they are able to exert over other areas closely related to production.  They indicate that it would be beneficial to have a greater degree of control over factors like purchasing, planning, quality and systems design.  Perhaps more worrying is that amongst nearly half of these managers they also consider that there is inadequate knowledge of the production/operations function at Board level.
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