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CASE STUDY

In May 2017, AirWings, a large
company that manufactured
Airplanes, established its biggest

manufacturing unit in Biratpur, a
small town in India. This plant
produced various airplane models
catering to the requirements of
various airlines. The company had
managed to create a brand name
for itself as India's leading plane
manufacturer in a very short time-
span. The plant was being managed
by Shweta Kothari, General
Manager-HR, and Anju Mehra,
General Manager-Operations, along
with their team of managers and
engineers. The Biratpur plant
employed 200 workers who were
working in two shifts. The plant
made use of state-of-the-art high
tech machinery, which demanded
higher order skills and proficiency
on part of the workers in order to
operate the machines efficiently.
The workers would receive
adequate training and skill tests
which provided them with sufficient
knowledge to work on the
production line with the machines.
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safety gear. All the workers were
insured under the medical and
accident policy, they were provided
with four weeks of leave every year,
they were staying along with their
families in the quarters nearby, and
the company also funded the
schooling of the workers' children.
Bonuses were paid at the end of

The plant was manufacturing fifteen
units per month.

AirWings provided several benefits
to its employees starting from the
top-level managers down to the
employees working on the production
line. The company ensured that the
workers worked in clean and
healthy conditions with the required

No Extra Wings
To Fly
The catastrophic effects of lack of communication was evident when the Mars
Orbiter, a US $125 Million spacecraft disappeared while in space in 1999. Further,
a study by IDC in 2014 has revealed that companies with 100,000 employees were
leaking US$62 million every year due to poor internal communication. While these
highlight the significance of communication in today's organisations, the moot
question is - are they communicating effectively?

“
 If you can't explain it

simply, you don't
understand it well
enough

”  
 -- Albert Einstein
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extra hours in order to complete
an extremely important order. The
workers had faith in the
management, and blindly followed
their orders assuming that they will
be paid extra at the end of the
month in light of  the extra hours
put in by them. The workers
worked diligently and supported
their company at such an hour of
urgency. They exhibited passion and
were meticulous in their work.

At the end of the month, when
the workers received their wages,
they shockingly discovered the new
company policies whereby they
received wages for only one shift,
and were not compensated for the
extra working hours. This broke the
employees' faith in the
management. The workers felt
cheated and wanted to escalate this
matter with the top management.

Kapil, the union leader, took the
matter onto his hands in order to
resolve the grievances that the
fellow workers were confronted
with. On the same evening, Kapil
sought a meeting with the top
management, and thereafter,
discussed the matter with the
union, wherein it was decided that
they would go on an indefinite
strike. The strike commenced the
very next day and work in the
production line came to a standstill.
The management decided not to
take any action upon hearing the
news of strike called by the
workers. And they paid no heed to
the strike even after a week. Kapil
and his fellow workers became
agitated and tired. Hence, they
decided to aggravate the situation
since they felt that they needed to
do something more and force the
top management to provide due
importance to the situation. So,
they went on a rampage in the
factory, and in a fit of rage and
anger, broke the machinery and
equipment.

Upon hearing this, the top
management decided to put their
foot down and called the police to
resolve the problem. The police
arrived at the spot and arrested
some of the workers, but Kapil was
not one among them. Kapil realised
that it was time to confront the top

management and resolve the
problem face to face. He realised
that it would be better if the issues
were sorted out in a harmonious
manner. The union felt that there
was no use in prolonging this
matter using violent means. So,
they decided to have a meeting
with the management.

Kapil, along with a couple of
senior workers, scheduled a meeting
with Shweta and Anju during the
third week of the strike. During the
meeting, Shweta and Anju explained
the financial position to the
employees' representatives due to
which they were unable to provide
the bonuses, but the argument was
refuted that this information could
have been communicated to the
employees well in advance, and
prior to undertaking the big project.
After a long discussion, both the
parties came to a consensus that
the employees would not be
compensated completely due to the
damage caused by the strike, but
will be paid one third of their
compensation amount, and the
managers assured them that all the
workers would receive full
compensation for the extra hours
put in by them in the days to
come.

every year, which was decided on
the amount of profits made by the
company. This was the maximum
benefit which was received by the
employees while working in any
company as on 2018. The company
made sure that the employees were
content and engaged to their work.
Airwings was also awarded the best
company to work for in 2017.
Employees experienced a sense of
pride working for such a company.
However, things did not remain the
same during the next year.

During the second quarter of
2018, the company had suffered
severe losses owing to a steep
decline in sales. But the company
was required to keep the factory
running and meet the demand for
its products. The Managers of the
plant were summoned by the CEO
to make sure that the company
survives the temporary turmoil. The
sales team was under tremendous
pressure to procure orders and
revive the company's business. After
a lot of sales pitches and client
servicing, the company bagged a
huge order of manufacturing 150
planes for a chain of two new
airlines that were to commence
operations in India.

Shweta and Anju leapt into
action and got the plant rolling. But
this time they were running on a
constrained budget due to the
losses incurred in the previous
quarter. Shweta said, "we have to
recognise that the times do not
remain the same and we should
reconsider our compensation
policies." Hence, they decided to
cut down on the bonuses and the
paid holiday schemes which were
previously being provided to the
employees. They intended to make
the employees work day in and day
out in order to fulfil the order in
time. And the workers in the
factory were made to work extra
hours so that they could complete
the task on time.

While the project was being
undertaken, the workers were not
informed about the changes in the
compensation policies; such as no
bonus and a cut on their earned
leaves. They were only informed
that they will be required to work
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decision to curtail the workers'
benefits when the company was not
faring well. There are many other
avenues which should have been
looked into keeping the employees'
salary as the last resort, because
AirWings is a highly automated and
a new age organisation. If we cut
the workers' wages and salary, it
would not have big impact on the
bottom line. The employees going
on strike for three weeks alone was
a bigger cost for the company.

It is beyond anyone's imagination
that the workers resorted to strike
at a time when the organisation
truly needed their services so as to
keep the commitment to its customers
in order to sustain and survive.
However, the company did not feel
the urgency to talk to them until the
situation took a grave turn to rioting
and arson. This is the time of
Industrial Revolution 4.0!

The wisdom displayed by the
union led by Kapil in reaching out
to the management to find an
amicable solution needs to be truly
appreciated.
� Shweta must have taken due
cognisance before it became too
late, and ensured that the company
shared its concerns with the workers
through Townhall meetings, so that
it had the employees' trust and
thereby prepared them for the
ramifications.
� It is about time that the government
brought in changes in the statutory
laws that define the relation between
the management and workers. The
term 'master and servant' was in
vogue during Industrial Revolution
1.0, but everything has changed
since then.
� Organisations do understand they
are no longer the master and
employees the servants, but are
partners in the shared vision and
mission. Organisations therefore

An organisation's credibility is
based on mutual trust
between the employees and

employer through their real-life
action at the workplace. But the
ownership always lies with the big
brother, i.e. the organisation. While
several companies understand such
a value proposition and put it into
action, some of them believe in it
but fail to effectively communicate
this during the early stages of
organisational life. It is apparent that
AirWings failed to communicate to
its employees about the financial
crisis and the action plans, which
are directly linked to their wages
and salary. It has always been
observed that organisations often fail
to deliver over the aspect of
communication, one of the most
viable tools, on time. This creates
room for doubt, and ultimately
develop cracks, leading to loss of
trust between the two parties.

It is unclear as to how Shweta, a
HR professional, ignored the fact
that an organisation is not permitted
to change its existing policies related
to workmen, such as earned leave
and non-payment of compensation
against the work done during extra
hours, without their consent. She
was supposed to follow the statutory
compliances under - Model Standing
Order, Factories Act, and Payment
of Wages Act.

AirWings, established in 2017,
with a mere 200 workers in the
plant, set a bad precedent by making
room for a 3-week long strike in
only its second year of operations.
Also, the reason behind the strike
was not nonpayment for the extra
work hours, but because the
employees were not provided with
timely information that the company
was looking towards them for
support in such an hour of crisis.

At the very first instance, Shweta,
the HR Head did not oppose the
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need to discuss and share the final
print with employees during regular
Townhall meetings.

Going forward, AirWings shall
understand the value of effective
communication and employee
engagement across all levels. This
will strengthen the employee
relations and recast the compensation
policy considering various current
and futuristic factors, and build
remedial provisions to mitigate
situations such as the one above.



www.humancapitalonline.com◆ July 2019 � 55

CASE STUDY

Analysis by Rohit Hasteer

Organisations as well as
leaders are prone to err in
their judgement. However,

immunity is unacceptable in case of
deliberate oversight regarding a
business decision that impacts
people. Any decision taken by the
management when fully aware that
it is going to impact people
adversely is insensitive, and
beneficial only in the short term.
Even though Shweta and Anju were
faced with a tough situation, as
seasoned professionals, they should
have been prepared for such
circumstances. Irrespective of the
context of the business, one cannot
overlook transparency in
communication and clarity in new
policies and expectations.

The very benefits that made the
plant effective, kept employee
morale high, and made them give
their best were taken away.
However, stopping the benefits did
not lead to a situation of conflict. It
transpired since people felt cheated
after they realised the changes in
the policy. And it did not stop here.
The cold, non-responsive behaviour
from the management made the
workers feel distanced. While that in
no way justifies vandalism, the sheer
lack of clarity and the feeling of
being cheated definitely qualify as
triggers leading to the outage. The
onus lies with the leaders, since they
were needed to be responsive in
time.
� Shweta and Anju should have
realised that being honest and
transparent about the performance
of the company with the workers
would have been a better approach
than leaving it for people to figure
out at the end of the month.
� While there is a possibility that
people would still have been
unhappy, they would not be sceptical
over the management's intent.
� Creating inclusion and offering

transparency might have provided
the workers with a perspective as to
why cost-effective measures were
undertaken.
� Since people took pride in
associating with this organisation, it
is likely that after learning about the
company's situation, the workers
might have worked even harder to
achieve the larger objective.
� Both the leaders could have
spoken about the organisation's
willingness to share profits through
various forms, and the need for the
workers to step up and help the
company when its going through a
tough phase.
� A deal could have been struck
where people could have received
special bonuses when the company
was back in shape, or options such
as deferred pay-out could have been
managed, keeping the interests of
both the parties' in mind.

However, ignoring the
opportunity for such a negotiation
turned the situation from bad to
worse. What made things go further
south was the management's
reaction to the strike. The fabric of
every successful organisation is built
on trust and integrity. And the
leadership has every right to take
hard decisions in the best interests
of the organisation. However, it
cannot do so at the cost of value
systems and integrity.
� HR should have been honest
enough to accept the lapse in
judgement and the lack of timely
communication, and that would
have restored some faith in the
workers towards the management.
� The CEO of the company should
send across a strong message to the
leadership for such a reckless
decision, with a clear mandate to
uphold the company values, and
recover the loss due to violence
from Shweta and Anju.

� The workers who indulged in
vandalism and resorted to unlawful
means also need to be punished as
per law so that it gives a strong
message that wrong doing shall not
be tolerated.
� Communication continues to be
the pillar of success for most efficient
organisations, irrespective of industry,
talent archetype, or geography.

Righteous decision making
involves securing the interest of
both the employer and employees.
And this stands as a testimony to
the element of leadership that can
make or break an organisation.
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