The implementation of a sustainable employment alternative in a Belgian context of corporate restructuring: a ‘less than obvious’ challenge.
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We present a case study of the processes and challenges confronting various actors – management, HR, employees and trade unions – when management and HR put forward a sustainable employment initiative in a Belgian restructuring context in which employees/trade unions view transitional pensions as an acquired right. We focus on factors that stimulate or do not stimulate employees to choose a sustainable employment alternative. The uncovered processes are of value in gaining insight into similar cases.
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In Belgium, workers aged over 50 are increasingly excluded from the labour market at an age below or far below the statutory retirement age. Such exclusion is often encouraged by early retirement schemes (transitional pension) that provide for attractive early exit formulas in the name of giving opportunities to the younger generation. Furthermore, successive waves of corporate restructuring and plant closures have been detrimental to the employability of older employees. 
If we look at demographic developments, we see a broadening at the top of the population pyramid while the

base is narrowing. The big ‘baby boom generation’ (born between 1950 and 1965) will soon be entitled to retirement or early retirement. At the same time, the under-20 group will decrease in number from 25% in 1990 to 20% in 2010, so the challenge becomes very clear: a serious worker shortage and tremendous loss of know-how and know-why as older employees leave organisations prematurely. In response, some organisations try to implement more sustainable employment alternatives to break through the negative status quo. This turns out to be a challenging undertaking, because various actors – management, HR, employees and trade unions – need to come to a shared definition of the problem. They need share their points of view, often based on contrasting logics, in a constructive manner, something that is not necessarily all that self-evident.

We illustrate the challenge by means of a concrete case study, where one of the Belgian sites at Umicore underwent a restructuring and where employees and trade unions did not accept the sustainable employment alternative offered by the management and HR, but rather opted for the ‘acquired’ solution of transitional pensions, a very attractive solution to employees. To explain this case fully, we describe and analyse how the Belgian context, characterised by several problems, challenges and opportunities, has been socially constructed since the 1970s by a diversity of parties – employers, government, HR, unions and employees.

Case study: ‘sustainable employment alternative’ versus ‘early retirement’ in a restructuring context

We started from the following research question: ‘Which factors stimulate or do not stimulate employees (push/pull effect) to choose a sustainable employment alternative offered by management and HR, in a restructuring context where employees and trade unions consider “attractive” early exit schemes (concretely, transitional pensions) as an acquired right?’ 

In order to gain insight into this question, we used a single case study approach (e.g. Merriam, 1998; Stake, 2000; Yin, 2003) because the ‘opportunity to learn is of primary importance’ (Stake, 2000) and because the Umicore case has a ‘revelatory’ character. We identify and document diverse push and pull factors discouraging or favouring sustainable employment. We believe that the processes, problems and opportunities discovered will be informative, inspiring and helpful in understanding and intervening in other similar cases in similar contexts (e.g. Yin, 2003). 
Little is known about the factors which, in a restructuring context, are decisive when employees make a choice between, on the one hand, early exit from the work environment via a transitional pension and, on the other, accepting alternatives aimed at sustainable employment. The Umicore case offers us the opportunity to develop a theoretical framework (e.g. Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003) with insights from the case. In this way we develop a ‘relevant’ framework that is equipped to analyse and explain similar complex processes in similar contexts of corporate restructuring. 
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In order to document the case, we organised two focus groups and narrative interviews (Boje, 2001; Hosking, 2004). Some 30 current employees (mainly blue-collar workers) at Umicore were interviewed during two focus group meetings. The interviews and discussions took place between October 2004 and January 2005. There were interviews with the HR manager at Umicore,
 with blue-collar workers who entered transitional pension in the period following restructuring,
 and with two trade union representatives. In this way all the parties involved were interviewed. The interviews were half-open, and included an interview protocol with general questions and central themes, in a relaxed and informal atmosphere, which allowed interviewees to recount their stories without constraints. These stories give us an indication of the push/pull factors that were involved in the process. The interviews were recorded and later transcribed and analysed with the help of Nvivo.
 It should be remembered that the interview is always the product of the interaction between interviewer and interviewee in a specific place at a specific time (see Hosking, 2004). These interviews are therefore already an important intervention that generates reflection on the past geared towards the future.
To understand the case fully, we describe and analyse how the Belgian context, characterised by several problems, challenges and opportunities, has been socially constructed since the 1970s by a diversity of parties – employers, government, HR, unions and employees. 
The social construction of the Belgian situation

One of the greatest challenges is the low activity level of the older professional population (OECD, European Commission, European Social Fund). For the 55 to 64 group, the activity level in Belgium is a dramatically low 25.7%. This is one in four and 14.1% lower than the EU average! Today, the average Belgian works until the age of 57. This is below the statutory pensionable age of 65. Our social security and pension systems, which are based on a redistributive model, cannot survive against the backdrop of such a long post-active period, which can only worsen with the rapidly increased ageing of the population. Strategies have been developed in some EU member states to keep elderly people working longer, but Belgium is not keeping up (see Jepsen, Foden & Hutsebaut, 2002, 2003). 
Since the 1970s, the Belgian government has actually encouraged people to opt for early retirement, without offering any suitable individual options. It has become a commonplace idea that older employees should retire prematurely. Employers, unions and employees have espoused this idea. This ‘elegant solution’ eliminates expensive older employees (in Belgium, the cost of one older employee equals 1.5 to 1.8 younger employees), and means that those who retire prematurely can keep 75% of their income (dole plus additional benefits). Early retirement has been used as a tool to put reforms into effect, rather than to solve youth unemployment. Since the 1970s, it has been used as a cure for strained industrial relations and social unrest, because each and every party gains an advantage. But there is a dark cloud on the horizon. Today, the baby boomers of the post-war period are ageing and too few young people are entering the labour market. Many pay lip service to the idea that people should be working longer but, in spite of a few limited measures, a sound strategy has yet to be developed. Today, the reality of early retirement still contradicts the imperative to keep working longer (OESO, European Commission, European Social Fund). We can only conclude that we will all have to work longer and differently if we want to solve the labour supply shortage and ensure the future economic survival of our social security and pension systems.
Within the flawed and contradictory framework put forward by the government, we still witness individual organisations such as Umicore doing their utmost to develop age-conscious personnel management: a HR policy which aims to keep all employees – not only the older ones – working longer, efficiently and enthusiastically (Martens, Lambrechts, De Weerdt & Vandenberk, 2005; Martens, Manshoven, Vandenberk, De Weerdt & Lambrechts, 2005). The effort to implement a sustainable employment alternative in a context of corporate restructuring fits into Umicore’s policy of evolving into a sustainable, age-friendly organisation. Here we describe and analyse the case.

Restructuring at a Umicore Belgium site: ‘sustainable employment’ versus ‘early retirement’ 

In June 2002 restructuring took place at one of Umicore’s Belgian sites. This restructuring had an impact on two of the five business units, such that it was necessary to make cuts in employee numbers. Efforts were made to find an employment solution for personnel, while retaining experience within the organisation. This was clearly a break with the prevailing trend, because until then businesses were not choosing to retain employees by means of temporary contracts when restructurings took place, but rather were offering transitional pensions to the 50 to 59 age group. Umicore’s management proposed starting a joint venture with another firm, where employees (some 30 people) and Umicore’s infrastructure would be taken over. The employees concerned did not accept this proposal. A strike broke out, but after one week agreement was reached with trade unions, so that transitional pensions were (again) granted, this time for all business units starting from the age of 54. 

Up until today, the management has continued to ask itself why employees were not willing at the time to give such an initiative a chance, given that it would have kept people in jobs. Why is it that people cling on to transitional pensions so strongly and reject any alternatives? What can management do to break this habit? What conditions would induce employees to choose retention of jobs (within Umicore or another business) rather than transitional pensions? Linked to this is the question: How can we obtain flexible and learning-oriented employees? In this article we give the various actors (management, workers, those who have taken a transitional pension, and trade unions) a chance to have their say, in order to gain insight into the processes at work and to draw lessons for the future. 
Results and findings

We analyse the factors which stimulate or do not stimulate employees (push/pull effect) to choose a sustainable employment alternative in the context of the restructuring of a Umicore site, rather than opting for a transitional pension. We give the various actors (management, workers, those who have taken a transitional pension and trade unions) a chance to have their say, in order to gain insight into the processes involved in this choice. In this connection we state how Umicore could reinforce the pull factors (in the view of the persons involved). When considering employment, there were three possibilities: (1) employment at Umicore’s current site; (2) employment with the Umicore group, but at another location; (3) employment in another organisation. This last possibility is linked to the restructuring of June 2002, where the management made a concrete proposal to offer employment with another employer during the negotiations. 
Push and pull factors influencing the choice for employment

By pull factors for employment, we understand all aspects which to a lesser or greater extent are related to the job in question, which ensure enjoyment and desire to work, and which would induce employees to remain in their jobs. Push factors, on the other hand, are those aspects of a job which mean that a job weighs heavily on workers, factors that make it difficult to keep going for long, so that workers are likely to look for or hope for something different, such as a transitional pension. 

One first important collection of pull factors concerns the actual content of the job towards the end of one’s career. To begin with, workers hope for a job with a lot of flexibility, where they can call on the time credits built up during their career and no longer need to be present at work full-time. For example, someone works 80% hours from their 50th birthday, and 60% hours from their 52nd birthday, or simply works shorter days. Linked to this is the desire to maintain good salary conditions, and a minimal impact on one’s pension. But the job that one does also needs to be suitable for the employee’s age. In concrete terms this means: no dirty work, less physical effort, and no more shift work for older employees. Job content could also be made more enjoyable by passing on one’s own skills to younger employees by training and coaching them.

One aspect that older employees also strongly emphasise is autonomy, or as they usually put it themselves: ‘they need to leave us in peace’, which means the same as: not to be constantly breathing down our necks, watching what we’re doing, or expecting a lot of new things (and flexibility) from us. This in fact links up with the very strong underlying feeling with older employees that they want to be given ‘respect’ for the long career they have behind them, for their individual history as employees with Umicore. This respect is what they require in the first place from their bosses. 

Other pull factors are of a more material or financial nature. Although Umicore is regarded as a conscientious employer offering its employees many privileges, some extras would be a welcome reward for loyalty to the firm and for additional effort. Workers also find it important that the wage conditions are significantly better than the transitional pension conditions. If the difference between the two is significantly large enough, then the transitional pension will no longer be the obvious choice. 

A final important pull factor is the feeling of job security, the feeling that you can keep your job and that your job has a future, in other words, that you have career prospects within Umicore. 

Looking at these pull factors from a motivation theoretical point of view (e.g. Herzberg, Mausner & Snyderman, 1993), it is clear that some ‘hygiene factors’ (good salary conditions, bonuses and extras, safe and clean work environment) have to be in place simultaneously with motivators like career prospects, flexible end of career, suitable job content for older employees, autonomy, coaching and training of younger workers by older ones and respect from leaders.

But what about the push factors, which diminish the attractions of a job, so that as soon as the chance presents itself, workers are keen to opt for a less sustainable alternative, such as transitional pension? 

One initial significant factor is the fact that one is working in an organisation that is being run down. Down the years there have been numerous restructurings, during which personnel numbers have undergone serious cuts. The feeling of running down and job losses is deeply rooted in the organisation, and this makes employees suspicious. There is the very lively issue of why certain tasks where skills are available in-house are nevertheless systematically outsourced.

Throughout the restructurings the company generally chose the same downsizing strategy, namely, transitional pensions and making the most recent employees redundant. This results in a rapidly ageing core group, who always manage to keep out of the merry-go-round, but who – according to those involved – emanate little dynamism or enthusiasm. Nonetheless, an attempt by the management to do things differently during the 2002 restructuring turned out to be something of a damp squib.

There is also the question of a certain ‘weariness’: We’ve been working for more than 30 years for this company, often on shifts, our motivation has gone down, we’re tired, we’re looking forward to a permanent ‘holiday’, which will mainly be a matter of being at home and doing the things that we really enjoy doing. A lot of us have the feeling that lately we are expected to take on more and more different roles, that work pressures have increased, all of which adds to our feeling of ‘weariness’. We want to be left in peace. Being asked to work at another of the company’s sites therefore does not meet with enthusiasm.

Also being assigned new tasks, such as taken on the training of a fellow-worker, is viewed as an additional strain, at least if there is no additional financial compensation. This directly contradicts the idea of mentoring and passing on experience.
Other push factors are the bickering, sour relationships, grievances and discontent on the shop floor. These play out on the individual level (it’s everyone for himself), but can also be found at the group level, namely, between business units, between blue-collar and white-collar workers, and between trained and untrained workers. 

The last collection of push factors is to be found in the area of relations with immediate superiors. Focus groups highlighted the view that there is sometimes an intermediate level missing from a hierarchical point of view, because the boss is now the foreman, and he is in fact one of our fellow-workers and not a real superior in the strictly hierarchical meaning of the word. People want a boss who has the authority to take decisions and who can make a real difference. Workers want someone who will give support where and when required, and who will take things on himself. A good boss is also someone who can give you a pat on the back and positive feedback, instead of only telling you off if something has gone wrong. He is someone who has the ability to tell the difference between people rather than treating them all the same. As was stated above, older employees most of all find it very important that their skills and technical knowledge are valued, and that they receive respect and appreciation for their personal history as Umicore employees. 

Below is an overview of the major push and pull factors, which have been collected on the basis of the interviews and the focus groups (table 1). 
Table 1. Push and pull factors concerning the choice for a sustainable employment alternative.
	Pull factors
	Push factors

	- flexible end of career (time credits, etc.)

- suitable work for older employees

- autonomy

- coaching and training younger workers

- boss who has empathy and respect for your work history

- career prospects

- good salary conditions, better than transitional pension

- bonuses and extras

- safe and clean working environment


	- working in an organisation that is running down

- ‘old’ work population, no young employees

- your own high seniority

- a long career in production work

- outsourcing in-house skills

- multiple roles increase work pressures

- excessive demands on older employees

- delocation of the worksite (Balen, etc.)

- expanding range of tasks without increased remuneration (e.g. coaching and training)

- employees are not ‘one big family’

- conflicts (trained versus untrained workers)

- absence of a hierarchically higher superior

- attractive domestic front (family, hobbies, etc.)


Opting for transitional pension

In this section we consider the reasons that induce workers to opt for a transitional pension as soon as the opportunity arises, instead of remaining active in the workplace. Agreeing to a transitional pension is a very expensive solution for any business: straight redundancies for the least effective employees, or getting rid of younger workers, are comparatively much cheaper and more efficient for the running of the business. When applied in a linear way, transitional pensions also signify a risky loss of experience and skills, which the business will have to build up from scratch when recruiting new workers, amongst other things by means of training.
It has in any case been proven that being granted a transitional pension is viewed by many employees as hugely profitable on the personal level, as a ‘goldmine’. At the same time it is seen as an acquired right, something that is very difficult to undo. But what makes a transitional pension so attractive? 

One first important reason for choosing a transitional pension is the so-called ‘weariness’ factor, the feeling of being ‘done in’: when you have 35 years of seniority as a worker and the physical nature of the work means that you no longer see yourself as being able to carry on, something which certainly applies to workers with health problems. During the interviews we detected a very strong underlying concern about workers’ future health, in the sense of: Right now I still feel OK and dynamic, and can still enjoy all sorts of things, but the longer I work the older I get; when I retire I might not be in a fit state to do the things that I always wanted to do. A transitional pension is therefore also seen as something that one has a right to: I’ve worked for the company for such a long time, given so much of myself, and I feel that Umicore could do something in return and give me something, namely a transitional pension:‘We did hundreds of hours of overtime earlier and ate more meals at the factory than at home […]. I also have problems with my sense of balance and there is all sorts of crap in my blood. When certain values were too high in your blood, then they sent you away for a while and later on, when they had fallen, they sent you back again. In the past we worked up to 48 hours a week. The bosses nowadays don’t remember that. We worked very hard and gave up our health, so they should take care of us now. At the end of the day, a transitional pension is just peanuts and they should give it to us.’ 
But the attractiveness of the transitional pension should also be viewed against the background of a worksite with a history of running down and diminishing activities. A frequently heard comment is that people feel that they are ‘surplus to requirements’, that the company would rather get rid of them than keep them on. A lot of workers are afraid that they could find themselves on the street tomorrow, which means a real danger of having to claim unemployment benefit – with serious implications for one’s pension – and never finding a job again. When an opportunity such as a transitional pension arises therefore, workers prefer to play safe. 
Action recommendations towards an age-friendly organisation: what can Umicore do so that workers continue to work longer, differently and with enthusiasm? 
In this section we consider the various possibilities for working longer, differently and with enthusiasm, as formulated by the various people involved. These various possibilities are not limited to older employees, but concern everybody in the organisation. On the basis of the various alternatives that have been proposed, we can differentiate between (1) structural measures; (2) improvements on the industrial relations level and reinforcing professional identity; and (3) flexible job content.  
Structural measures

Umicore has in the meantime implemented a number of possibilities to lighten work pressures and to achieve a better balance between work and private life, e.g. by time credits, or being able to convert the 13th month bonus into additional leave days. At another Umicore site, 314 of the 450 workers opted for more free days instead of the budgeted bonus, which clearly shows that free time is valued more highly than money. Consideration is also being given to the extent to which the three-shift system for the over-50s should be changed to a two-shift system. For younger workers this means working more nights, but this is less of a problem for them and night shifts are better paid. But at the end of the day such measures are not that simple for the company, e.g. as regards planning. How can we organise things so that the right quantities are produced at the right time with the personnel I have available? This means that there is also a limitation: under 50, you can convert a maximum of 12 days; over 50 a maximum of 15 days. Supervisory job functions also require one to work at least 80% hours. 

All those interviewed who have taken transitional pensions, worked part-time in the latter years of their career, and they were very pleased to do so. Some workers have problems with the reduced wages, or they experience a lack of transparency as regards the financial impact on their pension. 
Improvements in industrial relations and reinforcing professional identity

Other proposals operate more on the interpersonal level, both between employees themselves as well as in relation to the bosses, in other words, workers feel that more work needs to be done on the ‘atmosphere’. What would be helpful would be to have again ‘a positive tone, a fresh wind blowing through the company, a little investment so that things could be straightened out a bit. That could turn the tide, so there would be the courage to carry on with enthusiasm.’ 
But the connections between the members of staff need to be strengthened, ‘because people will not leave a close-knit family behind so quickly’. The employees feel that the boss certainly has a role to play here: ‘A boss needs to see that people can be proud of their work and that can happen in small ways. For example, when ‘Union Minière’ became ‘Umicore’, there were still jackets with ‘Union Minière’ on them left over and these were handed out to the workers. A lot of people keep wearing them as much as to say: see, that’s where I work. These are little things that help people to be proud of their company, and that should happen more.’
Flexible job content


It is entirely typical that a different job content as a chance to keep working for longer, differently and with enthusiasm is viewed in a very one-sided way by employees from the standpoint of limitations on the individual (namely, something only for older employees, or for the less ‘able-bodied’) and in terms of ‘minuses’ (less demanding, fewer responsibilities, and so on). It has emerged from the focus groups that suitable work should be provided from a certain age, after illness or following an accident. People also mention turning three-shift work into two-shift work for the over-50s. Job content could also be modified: no dirty, physically demanding work, such as a more administrative job, or coaching and training younger employees. Different job content is therefore never seen as a positive choice, or as an option for everybody in the organisation. Your job content can only change when you are no longer able to carry it out properly. 

Employees feel that the job that you do should preferably be restricted to your own organisation, and preferably still within your own section. The less change the better. But employees are also very attached to the job which they carry out themselves: ‘You have been able to choose your own work within certain limits. If that kind of work didn’t suit you, then you changed. You learned that work; you went into that work in depth. It suits you well. You won’t change just like that. You don’t want to.’ 

Flexibility at work is clearly a long way off. From the focus groups it appeared that only one person saw ‘learning and doing something new’ as a challenge. ‘Change’ is a dirty word to most workers. The underlying anxiety is that you are going to have to start at the bottom of the ladder again and prove yourself afresh. ‘You are somebody in your own work, you know that and you feel secure in that.’ Change is mainly seen as something that costs a whole lot of energy.

But what are the other options in connection with flexible employment as proposed by the Umicore management? A first possibility is to be put to work at another Umicore site. When there is less to do at one site and there is more work at another one, then employees can be transferred, and vice versa. But employees are not comfortable with this: they don’t feel at home on another site, there is a different culture, they are the ‘other people’. People underline that you certainly cannot expect that kind of flexibility from older employees. Somebody said the following: ‘When you’re 54 years old you won’t start going to work by bus. You have to start doing that when you’re young. When you go to work by bicycle every morning and come back in the evening by bicycle, then you don’t want to change. If you have been bending over for 30 years and then you suddenly have to stand up straight, then it hurts.’ Older employees have the idea that ‘I’ve got this job for life’.
When the question was put to the various people involved, as regards what might motivate them to work on a more flexible basis, the answers were not very encouraging: If you’ve been working at Umicore for a while, then they can’t ask you to do something like that. This is a mentality that one cannot break through. Those who are involved think that it might be possible with younger workers who have just entered service.
Another possibility in the management’s view is to transfer to another organisation when business is not so good, but this option meets with even more resistance. This could only be considered under very strict conditions, or as the focus groups put it: ‘When your wages and status are maintained or improved – if you can retain the chance to return to your original post (and your pension rights) in the event that the other place goes out of business – being able to keep working in this area – if you get sufficient training for the other job – if you are certain that you will be well taken care of by your new colleagues.’ 
But the question remains whether it is purely a matter of ‘good conditions’ in order to make the transfer to another organisation. An utterance such as the following illustrates very clearly how strong the emotional and other ties are with Umicore: ‘You’ve worked for 30 years with this company. It has become your mother. You just wouldn’t say after 30 years, “now that other place is my mother”. That cannot happen.’ The other side of the coin is that a mother also has a ‘duty of care’ towards her children, or as one worker in transitional pension put it: ‘I didn’t want to go to that other firm. I had the feeling that they wanted to sell us to someone else, that they wanted to be shot of us. They just had to take care of us.’ 
This brings us to the events of June 2002, given that the transfer to another organisation was a concrete proposal in the wake of the restructurings. It was announced at the works council in June 2002 that one of the sections was going to be closed down. As a consequence of the reduced activities, the activities of the maintenance service also needed to be cut back. But Umicore’s proposal did not meet the workers’ expectations according to the trade unions: people expected closure, a transitional pension scheme, but no relocations. The fact that this announcement came as a heavy blow can be seen from the following comment: ‘The intention was probably positive, but the chairman treated the whole thing very casually: “We’re going to do things like this and that, and expand our work, we need to be flexible, it’s going to work out and you will keep your jobs”, but we were not that certain about it.’ 

According to the trade unions, this anxiety was related to the fact that this came against a background of earlier bad experiences of outsourcing or transferring employees to another employer, even when wages were maintained. But there was also a lot of suspicion about this policy, because ‘someone who has already experienced so many mergers, restructurings and strikes, no longer has any faith in the company’. But the main reason for this lack of trust, according to those involved, lies in the insufficiently clear and transparent communication at the time the proposal was made. Someone from the trade unions described the situation as follows: ‘Workers didn’t have any faith in this, because they could not understand where Umicore was going to make savings in this operation, given that employees would cost just as much and would work for just as long. People didn’t believe this story.’ On the basis of this distrust, people were totally involved in speculating about the ‘real facts’ of the matter. There is still the idea going around that it was really trained workers who were being targeted. People said the following: ‘Trained workers were very expensive, so they could get rid of them in this way, and they could be taken over by another firm without their seniority. I believe that was one underlying intention.’ In addition these workers would also be expected to show increased flexibility (e.g. go somewhere else) and that is where things would have been difficult.
But what really doomed the proposal was the fact that the management at no time gave any concrete information about which firm it was actually going to go into partnership with. So there was also a question of lack of transparency. The reaction to this was therefore to go on strike.

After a week-long strike, there was a reconciliation at the Ministry of Labour and Employment. According to management, the government mediator played a rather paradoxical role in this mediation process. In their espoused theories government officials always stress the need to work longer but in their actual mediation behaviour they don’t walk that talk. However, from our perspective this is understandable because the mediator wants to stay a ‘neutral’ third party to solve a management-union conflict. Furthermore, the management expressed regrets that ‘it was not even possible to discuss the proposal to relocate workers, because at the end of the day this was an opportunity to generate additional employment in the region. They were only interested in transitional pensions.’ But according to a trade union representative, the gulf between the two parties was perhaps not that great. He had this to say: ‘It was the younger delegates and those who were exempt who tried to push through the transitional pensions. I saw other possibilities […]. I was at the negotiations and the skilled tradesmen said: ‘Make sure that I get something as well.’ I always said that the main problem was that there were 45 people who needed a job, not the problem of the transitional pension. Employment was always the first priority for me.’ According to the trade union, Umicore did give a powerful signal by only allowing transitional pensions on a voluntary basis.

The management believed that the fact that the communication had to happen according to a statutory pattern, namely a first announcement in the works council, worked against them. It was not possible to test the idea of relocation on the ground beforehand. It would have been better to discuss this first informally with the trade unions. With hindsight, not granting transitional pensions at all was never feasible, but a combination of partial transitional pensions and partial joint venture was certainly an option. 
Conclusions, recommendations and contribution to the HRD field

There is a very clear rift between the workers and the management at Umicore. The workers believe that, because of their loyalty towards the organisation, they have a ‘right’ to a healthy, high quality work environment, generous compensation for the possible premature loss of their health, and the opportunity to take things easy from a certain age, where the job content can be decided according to one’s own point of view, without additional demands being made. Also when the mother company finds itself in difficulties, it has to keep taking care of its offspring and continues to bear a total responsibility. Virtually no questions were asked about affordability or feasibility. 

The management is of the view that it meets the wishes of its employees within the bounds of what is possible, because all the interested parties frequently repeat that: ‘Umicore is a good and trustworthy employer’. But there is also the economic reality which requires that its employees take a more flexible approach and open up their vision. The report makes it clear that for most workers this is a bridge too far: change is not part of their learning history or organizational culture (e.g. Schein, 1999), therefore you ‘cannot’, ‘will not’ and ‘do not’ change. Therefore, HR can play a helping role in creating a behavioural context or ‘smell of the place’ (Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1999) that stimulates and, especially, appreciates change throughout the whole career.  

When these viewpoints come into conflict, then defensiveness and anxiety emerge as regards the extreme reactions of the other party, namely strikes by the employees and trade union as against downsizing and closure from the management. Can transparent communication between the parties turn such a problem into a shared problem? Only a shared problem offers the possibility of a shared solution, which satisfies everybody. Actors (management, HR, employees and labour unions) will have to handle their, often contrasting, but overlapping perspectives and logics constructively. This diversity in logics can be expressed in the form of three dualities:
(1) career development logic from management/unions/HR versus restructuring/economic efficiency logic from management;

(2) communicating transparently and early involvement strategies from management/HR and the procedural/juridical-regulatory logic from unions and government respectively;

(3) stimulating career change, learning to handle transitions during the whole career, ‘change as opportunity to learn’ (management/HR) versus ‘change as negative stress, to be avoided’ (labour unions and employees).

In order to arrive at a shared problem and a shared solution, the management, HR, employees and trade union are confronted with the task of carrying on an open dialogue in which they try to absorb, question and respect each other’s points of view (e.g. Schein, 1999). HR professionals can play a crucial role in bringing these different perspectives into such an attempt at dialogue. The knowledge that has been developed can help researchers study similar cases in a more informed way. An interesting research initiative would be to study the dynamics between the identified ‘logics’ further and to enact a respectful dialogue between all parties involved. Similarly, the new knowledge can help practitioners to make more informed choices in their own ‘home’ situation and can make them more sensitive to the challenges of implementing a sustainable employment alternative in a context of restructuring, where the dominant action logic is choosing early retirement schemes. Multiple perspectives are always involved, and they are always ‘right’ from their own ‘place’ in the organisation, so dialogue is the only way to reach some commonality in problem and solution formulation.
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� Three interviews.


� Four interviews.


� Nvivo is software for qualitative data analyses.






