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            CoMMMunicate

A very interesting case



Teaching Note

This case was written by Al Stewart, Pôle Universitaire Léonard de Vinci, France as a part of Leonardo da Vinci project “Moving towards the case method”.

It is intended to be used as the basis for class discussion rather than to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of a management situation.

Description

Theme:
Human resources management, more specifically competency management

Company:
A dynamic corporate communications agency of 46 persons, based near Paris

Market:
Advertising and promotional publishing for large accounts, including state-of-the-art brand asset management and services

Problem:
Choose between two global approaches to competency management

Narrative style:
Two opposing approaches to HR planning are symbolised by a "sentimental" rivalry

What students have to do:
Recommend a 3-year human resources plan for this company

Level of difficulty:
Text is quite dense with a lot of qualitative information, which requires skills of comprehension and analysis (interpreting facts and making inferences), synthesis (relating knowledge from several areas such as HRM, Marketing and Strategy) and evaluation (making a choice based on reasoned argument)
.

What students should know in order to succeed this case:
General knowledge about Human Resources Management (optimisation, motivation, performance, contingency of HR policies, recent history of HRM etc.); the post-Ford logic of competency as opposed to the Taylor / Ford logic of the "post"; different types of flexibility in HRM; the Atkinson model
; general knowledge of Marketing, of the effects of Globalisation on economies and industries and of Corporate Strategy.

Suitable for 3rd-year business students, as well as higher levels.

The case consists of

· a narrative description of two interviews with Mme Anne Clare

· a short fact sheet provided by CoMMMunicate

· brief standardised financial figures and ratios for CoMMMunicate 

Pedagogical objectives and audiences
Following Mauffette-Leenders, Erskine & Leenders 1997, 12 here are the different dimensions of the CoMMMunicate case study:

Analytic dimension

The text contains interviews that give a lot of information about the state of the market and the difficulties CoMMMunicate face in the near future, as well as many indications about corporate culture. Supplementary material provides basic financial information for several years.
Conceptual dimension

Market strategy; Human Resources Management, especially Competency planning; aspects of HR flexibility in SMEs; geopolitical aspects of SME internationalisation; general business administration.
Performance dimension (cf Bloom's taxonomy)
The principal problem students work on is establishing coherence between the market, corporate culture and the competency planning task required. To this end, they must use comprehension (grasp meaning, interpret facts, compare, contrast, order, group, infer causes, predict consequences), application (use methods), analysis (seeing patterns, recognition of hidden meanings), synthesis (generalise from given facts, predict, draw conclusions) and evaluation (verify value of evidence, compare and discriminate between ideas, make choice based on reasoned argument).

The second aspect is procedural: having students debate and exchange ideas about the nature of the entrepreneur. This aspect should give students practice in asking relevant questions, presenting and justifying a point of view, listening, summarising and comparing arguments, concluding. It requires knowledge (observation and recall of information, knowledge of major ideas), comprehension (understanding information, grasp meaning, interpret facts, infer causes), analysis (seeing patterns), synthesis (relate knowledge from several areas) and evaluation (recognise subjectivity, compare and discriminate between ideas).
Teaching suggestions

Using the case

A first class meeting of 1h30 to 2h could present the case, the difficulties of the case method and the skills students are expected to practice. Teachers should list the sort of tools students can use (HRM methods, marketing methods, strategic grids and techniques of analysis etc.). It is very important that teachers explain the ideas of contingency in HRM, and explain clearly that students should avoid a "black and white" answer.

Teachers should meet groups working on the case regularly (for example every week for 20 minutes) and insist that they report their progress and difficulty. Final debriefing class should be at least two hours, after students have handed in their reports. A simple record sheet will help students understand what is expected of them:

Date
Work achieved since last meeting
Problems, difficulties with the case
Type of question students are asking
Teacher's comments and evaluation







Suggested assignment questions

Assignment instructions for undergraduate students

1. What are the two different approaches to Human Resources planning suggested in the case? Briefly outline the advantages and disadvantages of these approaches in general, with reference to the courses or reading that you have already done in HR management.

500 to 800 words

2. What information about competitors and about the market does the consultant need in order to recommend a solution?

300 to 500 words

3. What parameters of CoMMMunicate's activity are relevant to the decision involved in this case?

500 to 800 words

4. How would you define the narrator's solution? What parameters are relevant? What added value is this solution likely to bring the company over the next three years?

500 to 800 words

5. How would you define the Ravel's solution? What parameters are relevant? What added value is this solution likely to bring the company over the next three years?

500 to 800 words

Assignment instructions for post-graduate students
Based on your analysis of the case and on your previous knowledge of Human Resources Management, write up a clearly argued recommendation for this company, supported by references to the documents provided.

5 to 10 pages of text

Analysis 

What to look for in student's report

Coherence is the key to the case, and the teacher should emphasise, explain and illustrate its importance in human resources management when introducing the case (or in an introductory lecture or in the debriefing session). The student must grasp the vital processes which differentiate CoMMMunicate from its competitors and the interaction between these processes and HR policy. No matter what solution students recommend, if they show that they have understood the importance of HR contingency - the coherence between HR plans and corporate culture, market forces, company strategy and positioning - then they deserve a pass mark. Depending on student's academic level and background, extra marks could be given for research into the market forces, intelligent use of the concepts of flexibility, knowledge management, competency management and planning, the Principal-Agent model
, and so on. Very good reports would go further in discussing retrospective systemic effects of recommendations on marketing strategy, corporate culture, internal organisational processes and so on.

What teachers can expect to find in students' work

The first thing students must do is to sort out the information in the text.

The basic problem is very explicit: 

p. 1 ll. 11-12: "today all our clients want web-based communication as well as traditional media"
p. 1 ll 14-15: " So our principal problem is to identify the competencies we need, internally and externally, to satisfy our clients’ demands"
p. 3 l. 16: " to define the competencies we need on the internet-based part of the market;"
p. 6 ll. 1-2: "the principal problem was clearly knowing which internet competencies the market demanded and whether to develop them internally or externally."
p. 7 ll. 15-17: "how the new balance of internal and external competencies would allow CoMMMunicate to maintain15% ROI per year. Also, the retroactive effect on marketing strategy would be studied."
This basic problem is qualified on three of four occasions:

p. 6 ll. 2-5 provides an idea on how to structure the problem: "The question involved first clarifying CoMMMunicate's mission, its values and market position, and then its 3 to 5-year strategy. These had to be defined in the context of severe competition, mounting pressure on costs from clients' Purchasing departments, and the rising threat from Low Cost Countries."
The paragraph beginning on p. 9 l. 28 argues for the continuity of the basic competencies present in the company: "The heart of our trade has not changed - it's still advertising publishing. However, the media have changed; we are no longer working primarily on paper. We are not simply producing coloured marks on two dimensions. But the heart of the trade was never reduced to that - only outsiders think that. We have always created concepts that help our customers to valorise their offers. That's still what we are doing, but now it's on different media."
This idea is repeated in ll. 13-16 on p. 10: "That gives some idea of the speed of technological change and the rapidity expected by clients … You even hear people saying that our trade is dead!" she added. "It's not dead, it has just moved upstream."
Finally, students should discover a striking parallel between the developing competencies and technology internally or externally on p. 9 ll. 6-9: "To implement KM for our customers you need the right tools, so we carry out a market study to see if those tools exist. If they don't, then we must decide if it is feasible to develop them here. If they do, the next question is how much they cost and what they bring for the price. That is to say, value for money."
This last expression suggests finding a similar, suitable indicator for decisions about HR competencies.

The two approaches are explained by the narrator. His own solution will henceforth be called 'Internal flexibility' and that of his "rival" Ravel 'External flexibility'. The former emphasises the importance of stability in the team, of motivation and implication, of planning competency management and a "resource-based" strategy; whereas the latter emphasises control of costs, less planning, expertise in outsourcing processes (or parts of processes), and a strict segmentation of employees.

Several clues in the text suggest including some sort of resource-based planning in the recommendation:

p. 1 l. "there is a great deal of strategic reflection."

p. 3 l. 9: " to maintain technology watch"
p. 4 ll. 5-6 suggests the staff are already adaptable to change: "People found it difficult at the beginning, but everyone got used to it. They had to change culture, because they simply did not have the choice."
p. 5 l. 12: "Just that: they must learn to anticipate. That’s where the added value is."
p. 6 ll. 7-20 outline the narrator's method: "The first thing I wanted to look at … necessary for those generic roles".
On p. 8 ll. 17-19 the narrator makes a plea for stability: "I disagree with such policies because motivated, creative people need three sorts of stability: post, perimeter of responsibility and partners."
p. 9 l. 12: "it is urgent for everyone in CoMMMunicate to acquire the right level of awareness about how technology is evolving."
Some elements on the Fact Sheet are relevant here: p.15 ll. 7-8 ("relevant consulting … creation … efficiency of our … processes") and l. 10 ("Integration on the same site of all aspects of the graphic chain, from creation to printing.).
Finally, students may decide to comment on criticisms of the internal flexibility approach contained in the text at p. 6 ll 23-14 "Don't you find …" and p. 7 ll 21-22 "That's very stimulating, but …"
On the other hand, other references argue for external flexibility: 

p. 1 l. 16: "costs are extremely important because this is a fiercely competitive market"; and ll. 19-20: " Now, the Purchasing Department is king of the castle within all our client companies."
p. 3 ll. 12-13: " to help us define the right domains to externalise; to help with supplier identification and evaluation."
p. 4. ll. 12-13: " The companies want to be able to rely on standard products and standard services."
p. 4 ll. 30 ff: " That’s not the only problem … complexity of the market we’re in."
p. 8 ll. 12-19 contain a simplified version of the external flexibility approach: "He would propose … that's his approach.", including the narrator's plea for stability referred to above.
p. 9 ll. 16-17: "an important distinction between the know-how CoMMMunicate currently uses, and the capacity to get the job done using internal and external competencies flexibly, efficiently and well."
p. 10 ll. 6-7: "it allows us not only to eliminate the shooting phase, but also to eliminate any need for the physical availability of the object itself".
p. 11 l. 23 contains an important piece of information that all students should refer to in their work: "We are currently examining the possible purchase of a firm in India."
The client's final remarks are also relevant: p.13 ll. 17 ff: "I recently interviewed … do not want to take risks."
Of course, the text suggests combining internal and external flexibility on several occasions, for example when discussing competitors, the client's positioning (p. 10 ll 18-24) can be achieved either by internal, or by external flexibility, or by both (for different services offered). Similarly, the story about capturing a team from a British competitor (p. 11 ll. 3-8) shows a different articulation between developing competencies internally or sub-contracting them externally. This articulation is referred to again immediately afterwards when the client outlines phases in the integration of talent (p. 11 ll. 17-18: "We shall probably begin … more permanent basis."). The complexity of the "jigsaw" referred to on p. 12 ll. 10-14 ("we are putting together pieces … local marketing culture.") should push students to go beyond a simple black and white dichotomy as far as the two approaches are concerned.

Students must pay special attention to certain references in the text which could have an important impact on the decision to be taken. For example, the phenomenon of Low Cost Countries is referred to several times and cannot be ignored. It is possible for students to gain an idea about corporate culture from references such as p. 1 ll. 28-30 ("There is a major macro-economic problem … the branch we’re sitting on."), p. 4 ll. 5-6 ("People found it difficult …  not have the choice."), p. 5 l. 12 ("… they must learn to anticipate. That’s where the added value is."), the beginning of the second interview ("We offer KM tools … what's coming next."), the very important remark on p. 11 l. 11: " It so happens that our motto here is 'we keep our promises'", p. 13 l. 19 ("And as we don't have the choice … we must transform the challenge into a pleasure!") whose idea is repeated at the end of the second interview ("that taking risks is one of the pleasures of life!"). They should also exploit very carefully all references to company strategy, such as the essential remark on p. 2 ll. 3-9: ("If you examine the processes … in the face of LCCs."), p. 2 l. 17 ("You have to keep a balance between short-term profitability and mean to long term strategy), p. 2 ll. 27-30 ("we can send jobs like blanking an image to an LCC, but the creative tasks such as artistic retouching should be kept here inside the company. We must maintain creativity, design"), p. 3 l. 7-14 ("getting more and more … supplier identification and evaluation. "), how the company wants to differentiate itself from its competitors on p. 10 ll. 18-24 ("Our main competitors are … by their teams."), how "moving upstream" combines corporate culture and strategy in the interesting piece of information on p. 10 l. 26 ("we offer change management consulting services. It grew naturally out of our experience" ), p. 11 l. 15 ("Watch is vital - I mean what you call "business intelligence" - technology watch, market watch and so on"),  the tension created in strategy between vertical integration in a L.C.C. and the cultural specificity of creation on p. 11 l. 23 ("We are currently examining the possible purchase of a firm in India" ) and ll. 29-30 (Creation is cultural, you know. What works for the Marketing population in one country will fail miserably in another." ), p. 13 ll. 13-14 ("But the publishing part, even if it's 'below the line', brings in 70% of the profits in the business, and pays for the so-called stars").
Two approaches

Polarising the complex issue of competency planning and management by suggesting two opposing approaches is a didactic choice. The intention is to simplify the case for students who have not much formal training in HRM; post-graduate students will be able to use more global, complex considerations. However, even undergraduate students should avoid a strictly Manichean discourse (the teacher may wish to remind students of this in his introduction).

I.

On the one hand, Atkinson’s model distinguishes employees whose competencies are both important for the company and rare on the market, from employees whose competencies are either less important or more common. Points that students can make in favour of this model include the following:

All companies divide their personnel into categories, and a clear policy of segmentation is better for everyone. An employee who knows he is in the “outer circle” will be motivated to work hard in order to join the “inner circle” if there is a possibility of promotion. Similarly, interim personnel will be more motivated in order to join the permanent team.

Predictive management of jobs and competencies worked well in a stable environment, but nowadays markets are changing too quickly and it is impossible to forecast further than three or four months. That is why HR management should depend on workload.

Hiring and firing is not always pleasant but if the rules are clear, it eliminates the complexity of HRM, saves time and energy.

On the other hand, if segmentation of employees is too rigid and too stable, there is a risk of “labelling” individuals, which would have a negative effect on motivation and teamwork.

Even though prediction is becoming difficult in the rapidly changing environment of today, planning is and will remain a fundamental aspect of all management; limited forecasting based on experienced observation is better than no forecasting at all. It is necessary to draw up competency scenarios for reasonable horizons. It helps identify real problems that are imperceptible on a day-to-day basis, for example losing competencies through staff turnover.

Employee loyalty can result from visible efforts the company makes to avoid making staff redundant; this in turn increases commitment and motivation.

II.

Internal flexibility includes quantitative measures such as overtime or reductions in working hours, qualitative measures such as semi-autonomous polyvalent teams or the creation of competencies through training and internal mobility; remuneration policies are frequently company-specific. External flexibility is essentially quantitative and includes adjustment measures such as sub-contracting and employing temps, students, government-funded employees etc.; remuneration policies are usually closely tied to supply and demand forces on the job market. The two types of flexibility are often considered incompatible, although there are many examples of articulation between the two. 

Students must decide how CoMMMunicate should use HR flexibility in order to achieve adaptability, motivation and a collective climate conducive to performance. Qualitative flexibility implies organising the company’s processes so that employees with adaptable competencies may react autonomously and efficiently to changes in the environment. As the narrator says, this requires stability of employment (so that individuals are sure they will remain in the company), of assignment (leading to real learning on the job), of responsibilities (ensuring long-term responsibility for one’s actions) and of teams (to avoid the costs of permanent adjustments to new members). Quantitative flexibility is limited by labour law (quite complex in France), by the state of the labour market, by the specificity of competencies that the company needs, and by the capacity of employees to negotiate (a considerable imbalance of negotiation capacity leads to instability). 

Above all, students must consider what objectives CoMMunicate pursues in order to decide what flexibility is relevant. There are sufficient references in the text of the case to allow students to clarify the company’s strategy and corporate culture, with which FR flexibility must be contingent.

Competitors and the market

Students may wish to use the annexes to verify the author’s opinion of CoMMMunicate, for example to check the cash-flow and make sure that the company really is healthy (after all, cash in hand is the only indisputable reality; a “result” is only an accountant’s opinion). However, the case does not involve much financial analysis. 

The client insists on the importance of technology watch, but apparently has good access to sources of information. The important element, therefore, is employees’ vigilance and their capacity to socialise with other actors and elicit information (this is also explicit in the text) – which are competencies! These should figure in the list of competencies the company needs to develop internally, no matter what degree of externalisation takes place.

The four main competitors are moving in the same direction: integration of high value-added services such as D.A.M., B.A.M., and time-saving collaborative software. CoMMMunicate’s difference will be in the wider range of services it offers. This means either more polyvalence or more sub-contracting, or both. All actors on the market are becoming more global, foreign actors appear on domestic markets, there is an obligation to work with L.C.C.s and clients themselves are becoming more global. This situation calls for language and intercultural skills, as well as an international vision. Such competencies will prove vital in international integration (e.g. buying a company in India) and international teamwork (e.g. the “imageless 3D” project). 

Students should be able to list the elements to benchmark. Careful reading of the case will point to benchmarking in the sister company in Japan as well as on the British market, rather than directly in competitors on the French market (about whom information is apparently easily available).

Including a question about competitors could be a red herring (i.e. it could lead students away from the essential points), and the teacher may wish not to include this question. On the other hand, 3rd year students should be able to distinguish the important from the irrelevant, and the exercise may provide an important learning opportunity for this purpose. Furthermore, experienced marketing students may come up with useful insights into the market, helping them to gain extra points for a more developed report.

Relevant parameters of CoMMMunicate's activity

The company needs to define the essential competencies necessary to anticipate and satisfy clients’ needs, to distinguish itself from competitors and to maintain satisfactory profitability for its shareholders. Using only extracts from the text, students can already define many elements:

Current competencies:

· The capacity to create concepts that increase the attraction of clients’ offers (i.e. the heart of the trade)

· The capacity to create promotional material using traditional material

· The capacity to create promotional material on the web and internet

· The capacity to maintain 15% ROI 

· Anticipation of technological change

· Rapid reaction to technological change

· The capacity to “change culture” to adapt to changes in organisation (for example, compliance to the Sarbanes-Oxley law)

· Observation and analysis of the strategy of actors on the market

· Consulting services for clients, for example in change management, knowledge management, integration of new technology and so on

Competencies which will become vital:

· Technological watch in the areas of advertising publishing on all medias, D.A.M. and B.A.M., Knowledge Management, shareware, artificial imagery, web technology and creation and emerging technologies that could be used for promotional purposes

· The capacity to match competitors' cost reductions

· The capacity to negotiate with Purchasing Departments

· The ability to identify suppliers and sub-contractors who will contribute to CoMMMunicate’s quality and price profile, and the ability to establish optimal relations with them 

· The capacity to qualify internal and external sources according to quality, cost, delay and creativity, in order to decide rapidly on a specific combination for each new project 

· The ability to modulate internal and external sources for each project

· The capacity to develop and promote standard products and standard services, with reference to the global market and in parallel, that of adapting creation to the local cultural environment

· The capacity to work with colleagues, clients, sub-contractors from other cultures and over great distances

· The ability to reduce the time clients spend validating each stage of a project, especially by using innovative shareware programmes

· The ability to offer a wider range of services than main competitors

Elements of corporate culture to reinforce: 

· The ability to find pleasure in challenge and in risk 

· The capacity to remain well-informed and to anticipate generally

· Polyvalence, adaptability

· "We keep our promises"

Whereas a first reading of the case would suggest a list of technical competencies, many of the above elements are general management skills: strategy, leadership, business-to-business negotiation, knowledge management. These skills can be reinforced in the team by hiring more management staff or by training and promoting people already in the company. Both methods have advantages and drawbacks, a decision depends on the profiles and attitudes of candidates for promotion.

The "capture" of a team from a British competitor shows that important members of the CoMMMunicate team could also be "captured" by a competitor. It is essential to begin competency planning with a reasonable KM system which will keep know-how in the company. As technology is evolving rapidly, training is very important, but it is time-consuming. Thus the company might consider systematically employing students from reputable, modern schools for long internships, providing candidates to join the team if some members are to be promoted to semi-management positions.

The principal technical competencies to develop in the near future would seem to be linked to "imageless 3D" systems, to the architecture of shareware collaborative systems for efficient dialogue between clients and the project team, and to creative web applications in order to impress and attract clients.

The narrator's solution vs. Ravel's solution

Much has already been said about the apparent opposition between competency planning and Atkinson's model. The narrator's solution is undoubtedly too idealistic, and Ravel's solution has not been developed in the case. Students should present the advantages and disadvantages of both as neutrally as possible. This point enables the teacher to distinguish between mature, balanced answers and more superficial efforts. The teacher should explain this lengthily in the debriefing session, after students' work has been assessed and returned.

Very little methodology has been suggested in the case. That is why teachers should look for student's efforts to describe how the company could solve its problem from a concrete, procedural point of view: benchmarking, segmentation of employees, training, externalising etc. It might be significant to look at where students start to define competencies (i.e. do they begin with the offer CoMMMunicate makes to its clients, or do they start with an overview of the market and its evolution?) and to what degree they remain dependent on the text. 

What the students write about the rival consultant's approaches will depend on their previous training in HRM and particularly in competency management. Simple regurgitation of theory is insufficient, each aspect should be directly linked to CoMMMunicate's situation and that of the market. Good copies will tackle the question of what criteria and indicators could be used for purposes of comparison; they may include comments on specific ratios in the market, such as Added Value/N° of staff or Turnover/N° of staff. Globally, however, it is up to the teacher to gauge the level of work his/her students have put in to the report.
� Cf. Bloom, B.S. (Ed.) (1956) Taxonomy of educational objectives: The classification of education goals: Handbook I, cognitive domain. Longmans, Green,  New York; Toronto.


� Atkinson, J. (1984), Emerging U.K. patterns in flexible manning: the way ahead, Institute of Manpower studies, Report N° 88, Brighton, U.K.


� Cf.  Jensen, Michael C., and William H. Meckling, (1976). Theory of the firm: Managerial behavior, agency costs and ownership structure. Journal of Financial Economics, Vol. 3: 303-360.





PAGE  
2
Version April 2006


