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Abstract

Global industrial restructuring often leads to problematic social and societal outcomes such as shutdowns. Despite a general awareness of such problems, there is, however, surprisingly little organization or management research illustrating and analyzing this ‘darker side’ of corporate driven globalization. Therefore, this paper focuses on the analysis of a particularly revealing shutdown case following the acquisition of the Finnish Carrus by the Swedish Volvo Group. In particular, we describe, and analyze how the representatives of the corporate management, the employees affected and the local management make sense of the shutdown issue. Our analysis highlights how the employees and the local management tried to challenge the shutdown decision by the logic of ‘local capitalism’ but how this did not suffice when confronted with the powerful abstract logic of ‘global capitalism’.
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Introduction

Global industrial restructuring is changing contemporary organizations at an unprecedented pace. Characteristic of this social force is that it no longer respects national borders but that it is intimately related to globalization. On the one hand, international competition has grown into a self-evident motive or justification for reorganizations, cost cuts or downsizing. On the other, joining forces across borders by mergers, acquisitions or alliances has become an increasingly popular means to actively participate in shaping the industrial and organizational structures. While such restructurings often ‘improve the strategic position’ of the company in question or create ‘value’ or ‘synergies’, there is a darker side to this phenomenon. Unfortunately, these restructurings often lead to problematic social and societal consequences such as unemployment.

Although there are exceptions, organization and management scholars have traditionally paid little attention to these problematic consequences of global industrial restructuring. However, during the past decade we have seen an increasing number critical management scholars reflecting upon the causes and consequences of corporate driven globalization (e.g. Deetz, 1992 Alvesson/Willmott, 1996; Korten 1998). While this stream of research has provided us useful conceptual tools and exemplified the problematic aspects such contemporary trends, we nevertheless lack empirical studies illustrating these problematics in concrete settings such as shutdown cases. In particular, there is a paucity of knowledge showing how the corporate decision makers can discursively justify such problematic decisions and how those adversely affected can resist such plans.

Therefore, this study adopts a sensemaking perspective on global industrial restructuring. In brief, the idea is that we can identify and examine inherently different sensemaking logics, the juxtaposition of which helps us to understand the organizational politics and discursive processes involved when decisions concerning industrial restructuring are made in multinational corporations. In this paper, we focus on the case where the Swedish Volvo Bus Corporation closed down one of its newly acquired Finnish units. The shutdown decision was made public only half a year after the acquisition, but due to various reasons, it took three years until the unit was finally shut down. During this time, the case was characterized by an active debate around the rationale of the shutdown decision, which makes it a particularly fruitful case for our purposes. Our empirical analysis is based on a longitudinal approach with 30 in-depth interviews among different groups of managers and employees as well as extensive documentary material gathered during a two year period in 2000-2002. 

In particular, we describe and analyze how representatives of the corporate management, the employees affected and the local management make sense of the shutdown decision and threat. Our analysis specifically highlights how the employees and the local management tried to challenge the shutdown decision by the logic of ‘local capitalism’ but how this did not suffice when confronted with the powerful abstract logic of ‘global capitalism’.
An Overview of the Critical Management Studies Literature

During the past decade, we have witnessed a proliferation of publications, conference streams and academic networks developing ‘critical’ approaches in management and organization studies (see e.g. Alvesson/Willmott 1992, 1997; Deetz 1992; Alvesson/Deetz 1999; Fournier/Grey 2000; Barratt 2003, Wray-Bliss 2003, Voronov/Coleman 2003) In general, these studies have been motivated by a conviction that the theory and practice of management is plagued by a lack of critical perspectives. According to this reasoning, the lack of critical perspectives is problematic as it easily leads to an inability to develop the theoretical basis of management studies, to an inability to challenge the prevailing ideas and practices, and to understand the broader social implications of organizational changes and management practices.

In brief, critical management studies appear to be characterized by four things. First, these studies do not accept the epistemological premise that the purpose of management and organization studies is to create knowledge that improves the performance of the organizations as such. On the contrary, the explicit objective of these studies has often been to contrast narrow managerialist goals with other interests – or also to make other voices heard. Second, these studies have usually attempted to ‘deconstruct’, ‘denaturalize’ or ‘uncover’ taken-for-granted assumptions concerning ‘organizational reality’. This has often meant harsh criticism of the mainstream management literature and everyday organizational and management discourse. Third, related to the previous aspirations, many, although not all of these studies have specifically sought ways towards ‘empowerment’. In some cases, this has also led to a development of specific ideas and practices as to how to include different stakeholders in central decision-making processes. Fourth, these studies have put specific emphasis on ‘reflexivity’. Although the epistemological and methodological approaches have varied, most of this research has taken seriously the role of the researchers as (re)producers of specific organizational practices.

However, critical management studies do not form a coherent paradigm. They are based rather upon a plurality of intellectual traditions derived on different ideological and epistemological premises. These include labor process theory, critical theory, Gramscian ‘hegemony’ theory, post-structuralism, deconstructionism, feminism, literary criticism, psychoanalysis, and post-colonialism. Although there are many important connecting issues, especially fundamental questions concerning realism vs. relativism and engagement vs. disengagement seem to divide the critical management scholars (e.g. Fournier/Grey 2000).

To put it crudely, one can identify two particularly influential camps among critical management scholars: those drawing on Habermasian critical theory and those seeking inspiration from ‘post-modern’ philosophical and sociological literature. Ideas related to ‘critical theory’, first developed by the Frankfurt School and further elaborated by Habermas (1972), have been especially popular. In brief, a critical examination of the relationship between those who manage and those who are managed has been important in this tradition. This has meant a critical approach to prevailing management practices and a search for ways towards ‘empowerment’. These studies have also developed specific ideas as to how to develop better participation practices, for example, based on Habermasian idea of ‘communicative rationality’. Other ‘critical’ scholars have drawn from the diverse ‘postmodern’ literature (see e.g. Knights 1992; Knights 1997; Anthony 1998). Of the postmodern philosophers especially Foucault (1973, 1980) has inspired organization and management scholars towards more critical approaches (McKinlay/Starkey 1998). In brief, researchers drawing from Foucault have concentrated on the prevailing discursive and social practices in organizations and their power implications. The role of discourse as a constitutive force has been especially central in this stream. What has distinguished these scholars from the proponents of the critical theory is that the Foucauldian approach has provided less promise of being able to ‘make the world a better place’. 

Despite the underlying differences between these two and other camps, the critical approaches need not, however, be seen as contradictory but could rather be seen as complementary in specific settings (see e.g. Alvesson/Willmott 1997, Ashenden/Owen, 1999). This is also the starting point of this paper when outlining a sensemaking perspective for studying industrial restructuring. 

Towards a Sensemaking Perspective on Global  Industrial Restructuring 

Although not usually associated with ‘critical management studies’, we argue that a sensemaking perspective (Weick, 1995) provides us with a useful overall perspective to examine the social construction of global industrial restructuring. This is because looking at sensemaking helps us to link dominant discourses around global industrial restructuring with concrete organizational actions by highlighting how specific actors socially construct their realities.

What are then the discourses that tend to dominate our discussions around global industrial restructuring? Many people have, for example, pointed to the central role of neo-liberalism or (global) capitalism (Chomsky, 1999; Fairclough, 2000) as a dominant discourse type in and around contemporary organizations. Within this framework, ‘competitiveness improvement’, ‘globalization’ and ‘shareholder value’ seem to be constructed as dominant objectives, the pursuit of which often legitimates even the unfortunate consequences of industrial restructuring.

However, this discourse of ‘global capitalism’ is not without counter-forces. The traditional alternative is that of ‘humanism’. What this humanism includes as a discourse and ideology can vary from the radical humanism of Marxism to humane reflections around ‘what happens to people’ or ‘the human cost’ of restructuring. In any case, it is clear that events such as shutdowns, which seem inevitable from the perspective of global capitalism, become far more problematic, if one focuses on the employment concern, issues around control and decision-making, participation, workers’ rights etc.

It is also important to note that organizational identity and subjectivity building processes are often characterized by ‘cultural’ discourses that tend to construct ‘us’ versus ‘them’ settings between different units and groups of people (see e.g. Vaara, 2002; Vaara/Tienari, 2002). In international contexts, ‘nationalism’ in particular seems to be a strong discourse (see e.g. Wodak et al., 1999). In fact, by framing, for example, investment or shutdown issues as questions of ‘national interest’, ‘national control’, ‘national heritage’ or (national) ‘survival, one again redefines what is inevitable or legitimate.

Traditionally, one then expects to see the owners and managers to make sense of issues related to global industrial restructuring from a corporate perspective, deeply rooted in contemporary ‘global capitalism’. In turn, the employees would be prone to draw from humanism, nationalism or other counter-discourses when resisting problematic changes, the most dramatic case of which would be a shutdown situation. One should not, however, take such division as a self-evident categorization but understand that we need more fine-grained analysis to understand the role-identities of specific managers and workers. In particular, the institutionalization of the multinational corporate structure has meant that the role-identities of the corporate management and unit managers has become increasingly distinctive (e.g. Vaara, 2001). Also, it is rarely the case in contemporary organizations that most people would fall into the category of ‘pure shopfloor’ worker.

The use of various discourses is also dependent on the specific social setting and its conditions. If and when corporate decision-making is driven by extremely strong pressures towards ‘shareholder value’, ‘short-term profits’, ‘rationalization’, ‘efficiency’ and ‘cost cuts’, it is very difficult to challenge decisions justified by these terms with more ‘human’ concerns, for example. In fact, in such situations, those resisting specific decisions are likely to be forced to articulate their resistance in the language of the corporate management, that is, most often that of global capitalism. This kind of – very typical situation in contemporary organizations and society at large – illustrates the dominance of the neo-liberalist ideology and the almost voluntary subordination of the dominated. To gain a deeper understanding of the sensemaking logics involved in such situations, we now turn to our empirical case.

The case
In 1996, the Finnish Carrus was the biggest producer of bus bodies in the Nordic countries and second worldwide with 550-600 bus bodies, turnover of FIM 432 Million (Euro73 Million) and good profitability. In 1995 Carrus Oy together with Volvo Bus Corporation (VBC), producer of bus chassis, founded a new bus factory (Volvo Bus Poland) in Wroclaw, Poland, of which Carrus owned 45% and VBC 55%. Volvo Bus Poland began to produce Carrus bus bodies on truck chassis built in the near-by Volvo truck factory. 

The cooperation of VBC and Carrus got deeper when Carrus was acquired by Volvo on the 1st of January 1998. In this acquisition VBC took the possession all the three Carrus bus body factories. After the acquisition Carrus became a pure production unit and marketing and selling operations were moved to VBC.

Only about half a year after the acquisition (on 23th of June, 1998) there were first signs of the closure decision: a closure threat for Carrus Oy Helsinki (CH). By the end of that year (1998) the decision became final: one of Carrus’s three factories, Carrus Oy Helsinki (CH) in Vantaa, would be closed. The employees of CH had been to Wroclaw to teach the locals to build the same busses. However, in Wroclaw the plan was to increase the yearly production from 200 busses to 1400 bus bodies and to 1100 bus chassis in the near future. The exact time of the closure for CH was not decided at the time of the closure news. 

It was promised that some of the 190 employees in CH would get a chance to continue in the other two Carrus factories located in Tampere, Finland (Carrus Oy Tampere) and Lieto, Finland (Carrus Oy Turku). Volvo Group was at the same time put on ‘a diet’. The diet meant firing of 5300 employees, giving savings of SEK 3 Billion (Euro 337 Million). This diet was already the third in the same decade in Volvo. Altogether already 7000 employees had been fired on two different occasions in the beginning of the 90’s.

The closure of CH was a part of arrangements with which Volvo was centralising its bus production in Europe to Poland. At the same time as the closure news for CH, Volvo announced that it would also close its factories in Wien, Austria and Heilbronn, Germany. The profit in the accounting period of year 1998 for Carrus was approximately FIM 44 Million (~Euro 7 Million
).

The employees of CH, led by chief shop steward, tried to increase the profitability and productivity of CH. For various reasons the shutdown was postponed. However, onMay 17 2001 VBC made its final detailed decision to close down CH. The manufacturing of city and intercity busses for the Nordic market was to be transferred mostly to Wroclaw and for a small part also to the Tampere factory. A small bus body planning unit with 11 designers and a small garage with 5 employees was to be left in Helsinki to give support in making customer adaptations for the city busses in Nordic countries and to repair the existing busses. The rest of the total personnel of 200 got notice. The last bus in CH was completed on September 30 2001.

Methodology

The analysis of the empirical part is based on 30 in-depth interviews that were conducted between January 2000 and February 2002. The interviewees consisted of 20 male and 3 female interviewees (male-dominated field) who were aged between 32 and 57. Interviewees represented three organizational groups: the corporate management of Volvo Bus Corporation in Gothenburg, Sweden (4 persons); the local management of Carrus Oy in Helsinki, Tampere, and Turku, in Finland (5 persons); and employees of Carrus Oy in Helsinki (6 persons), Tampere (4 persons), and Turku (4 persons), in Finland. As it can be noted some of the interviewees were interviewed two times during the shutdown process period. The interviews were held during workdays in the respective units. The interviewed employees were both blue-collar and white-collar employees. A ‘story telling’ approach was used, to discover the socially constructed realities (Alasuutari 1994, 51), of the interviewees. Thus, the interviewees were asked to look back and tell their experiences of the whole acquisition time. Particular attention was given to the issues that dealt with the shutdown of CH. The aim was to let the interviewees tell freely how they experienced that period of time, with the help of a few open-ended questions. Anonymity was promised to all interviewees to give them freedom to speak as private persons. All the interviews were tape and/or mini disc recorded. In addition, the interviewer took written notes of all the interviews. All the interviews were later completely or partially transcribed verbatim.
Other type of documentary material such as company reports (annual reports and balance books), company presentation parts, brochures, press releases, some personal records of the interviewees, and several newspaper articles were used as evidence and material that helped to figure out the actual course of happenings and helped in putting oneself in the situation that the interviewees had been through. Additionally, a Finnish television (TV2) documentary film by Koiso-Kanttila/ Härmä (2000) was also used as an additional material for section “Employees in the Internal Debate”. This film described the life CH employees after the shutdown information (1998) until early spring 2000.
In this study, we have been concentrating on sensemaking-in-action. Studying such sensemaking is not, however, methodologically unproblematic. What we were essentially doing was seeking to understand sensemaking-in-action through retrospective interviews. This meant that we were unavoidably dealing with retrospective constructions, which in the case of sensemaking analysis should be taken seriously. Help for this process was provided through careful inspection of the documentary materials (mentioned above). Those materials gave us perspectives that presented views and aspects to the shutdown case also from “outside” the corporation.

As a result of our analysis, we could discover that at a crude level, the corporate management, the people in charge of the specific business units (middle managers) and the workers seemed to interpret the acquisition and shutdown threat in distinctively different ways (see the table below). This is not surprising given the fact that the corporate management was responsible for both the acquisition and shutdown decisions, that the workers were confronting a major threat concerning not only their employment but also their identity more generally and that the business unit managers were in many ways between the rock and the hard place. 

Thus, based on the interviews three different organizational discourses were distinguished in our analysis. In all these discourses the same main themes were present. However, the themes appeared in different forms. The logic according to which the issues related to the themes were made sense of varied significantly between these different discourses. Table 1 categorizes the main themes and gives a short summary of the differences in these sensemaking logics. In the following, we will describe and analyze their sensemaking logics in the internal debates.

--- Insert Table 1 around here ---

Corporate Management in the Internal Debate

The most characteristic feature in the sensemaking of corporate management was a firm conviction in the rationale and inevitability of global indutrial restructuring, based on the  discourse of ‘global capitalism’ (Fairclough, 2000) or ‘neo-liberal ideology’ (Chomsky, 2000). Within this frame, decisions were justified mainly on the basis of what seemed most beneficial to the business as a whole and to the shareholders in particular.

The initial acquisition decision was motivated by the idea to become a larger scale complete product producer. A key idea was that the corporation could also develop the ‘industrial structure’ by combining the operations of relatively small units and increasing economies of scale. However, also the specific body building know-how of Carrus, especially in stainless steel, attracted the top management of VBC.

Already before the acquisition and especially soon after it the top management of VBC started to develop a new long-term global strategy to gain long-term competitiveness. This was a response to the rivals’ actions and a way to realize cost reductions. This strategy aimed at better profitability and better return on investment. A key idea in this strategy was to move production to cheap labour countries as quickly as possible. In fact, VBC’s management saw it as essential to follow their rivals in this respect, as the following reflection illustrates:

We go the same way as our rivals. Both MAN and Mercedes have very big factories in Turkey. They are producing busses there with the same philosophy [of cheap labour]. […] The price per working hour is distinctively more expensive in the Nordic countries than for example in Poland. We founded a joint venture in Poland that began to advance chassis and bus body building in Poland.

The new industrial structure proposed by this group was approved by the VBC Board on 22nd of June, 1998. Accordingly, VBC started to develop the Wroclaw factory where it would have a factory big enough to produce mass production and where it had access to cheap labor. CH was to play a key role in the transfer of knowledge to VBC in Poland, where the new employees of Volvo Bus Poland did not have any tradition in bus body making. Finnish employees from CH were sent to Poland to train the local employees, because it was planned that the Wroclaw factory would start to produce bodies for city busses, like CH. In the long run the other European factories were also to be closed. In fact, the corporate management aimed at just “one factory for one continent” to be able to be efficient and drop prices. A key manager explained this as follows in our interview:

We see in front of us that we will in the long run have four big production places. Poland in Europe […] Mexico will have a factory in that area [North America] […] Then we have a factory in South America, in Curitiba, Brazil, and then we will have a factory in China for Asian Pacific. 

The CH factory, in turn, was chosen to be closed down already at this point for two main reasons: low profitability and insufficient growth potential. The managerial discourse on the shutdown decision focused mainly on these arguments. The general opinion amongst VBC’s management seemed to be that CH is not profitable enough. This is how the decision was justified:

…the profitability is very lousy [in CH]. They use too many hours. We don’t do it [close CH] for fun you know… 

One can simplify it so that it is economically efficient! 

The bottom line decides it. And what Volvo is then doing is: profitability on the bottom line. 

In all its simplicity it [the decision about Polish production] is based on economical reasons: 15% cheaper in Poland than built in here [Nordic countries]!

As we will see in the following sections, the local management and the employees, however, had a completely different opinion of the profitability of CH. When confronted with these different views and calculations, the top management of VBC started to emphasize the outlook of future profitability in business most likely to be characterized by increasing competition.

The growth potential was linked with the location of the CH factory, in the area close to the capital of Finland, Helsinki, where the costs of the site and the modernization of the factory would have been bigger in comparison to the other Carrus units. 

That Wiima is [located] very close to the centre of Helsinki, or it is in the metropolitan area of Helsinki, which means that it is expensive to produce there. Salaries are higher. Lot of things cost more. It is also in the general plan for Vantaa [area where CH was located] to build a road right through the factory, which means then it will be impossible to produce [there] anymore. […] and to build a new factory in the Helsinki area. That’s not in the cards, such being the case. I mean, it is the most expensive part in Finland. […] and busses and bodybuilding, [it] is very labour intensive, [it takes] very many labour hours. I mean you don’t put that [factory], usually not, in a very expensive area.

When the closure was announced the aim was to close CH as soon as possible. However, what happened was that the demand for city busses rose and that the Wroclaw factory in Poland (that was supposed to replace CH’s production) did not perform nearly as well as planned. For these reasons, CH got extended time before its closure. From the corporate management’s viewpoint, the length of the extended time did not depend on its decisions but rather on CH’s customers and the market situation. Thus, in the speech of corporate management the role of corporate manager was preferably described as an actor that is forced to these actions rather than an active political or social player:

I would say that as long as Carrus Wiima [=CH] is competitive it will survive. But the day it is not, then it will die. It is not in our hands…As long as the customers prepare to pay more, and therefore give profitability for Wiima we have no reason to close it down. But Wiima’s closing down which has been in a discussion has to do with certain different areas. One is of course Poland. That Poland when they have an ongoing operation they should be able to compete with Wiima. Wiima is the least profitable unit in Carrus. They have profitability problems. 

As this quote illustrates, the top management was unwilling to change its overall strategy. However, later on they had to admit that they had been wrong in their calculations and time estimates concerning the quick start of the Polish operation. One of VBC’s managers put it as follows: 

Carrus criticized the timetable we had planned for Poland. They said: you will not make it. But we had the ambition. We had a team in Poland that felt very confident. So, we said: ‘we will go for it’…and then we failed. 

Despite the setbacks, VBC neither withdrew its intentions in Poland nor cancelled its intentions to close CH. Neither did it give any new information about the current situation of Carrus Oy Helsinki until in the end of March 2001, when it announced that the negotiations between the management and the employees within the law of corporation act would be started in April 2001, almost three years later the first closure announcement.

Most of the corporate managers realized that the situation under the shutdown threat was not easy for the employees of Carrus Oy Helsinki. However, they felt that the closure was something that just had to be done, part of business life, and there was not much that could have been done differently. Most of the top managers emphasized that giving the news of the closure as early as possible was the best way to help these employees and in a way it was a gesture of humanity. This is how the situation was reported by two top managers:

Leif Johansson, our president, felt that it is better to be very open and present what does the future look like because sooner or later we will have this trouble of internal discussions anyway. So, two years ago from now he decided we go out openly and say, “We cannot say exactly the time. But we believe strongly that in near future this will happen” and then we can plan for it. And that of course was very turbulent for the Wiima [=CH] people because Wiima until then even if it did not make the big profits, it is was still generating enough income to cover the expense and they have many good people: good engineers, many good bus builders. Of course they felt a bit disappointed that Volvo was doing this. However, we can say that it was told openly, because behind the contract was this strategy and thinking since many years. So, it was the fact of getting it on black and white, on print, [though] that was a bit surprising and disappointing. 

Employees in the Internal Debate

Not surprisingly, the people working at CH saw the shutdown decision from completely different perspective. In brief, insecurity and human suffering seemed to have been overwhelming feelings among them when facing the shutdown threat. At the same time, they tended to blame the Swedes for the unfortunate situation and also otherwise construct us versus them settings within and corporate organization. However, when confronting the corporate and local management in the internal debates, the focus in the employees’ argumentations, especially when the justifications for the shutdown issue were concerned, shifted closer from ´humanism´ towards ‘local capitalism’, that is, making sense of the situation in such terms as profitability, competence or competitive advantage as seen from the unit’s perspective.

During the first interviews the employees had newly experienced the shock of the shutdown threat, but they still had hope for changing the corporate management’s view. The discourse around the shutdown issue naturally had more emotionally laden aspects than in the later stages. Arguments related to social ethics, employee emotions, and corporate atmosphere were more highlighted than later on. Employees argued against the management’s actions for example like this:

[If I was a manager] I would have taken the employees more into consideration. And I would have taken their feelings into account too.

It is not nice to work in this kind of company where they twice in a month inform you that it will end now, and now we are doing so and so. Every employee is very nervous though many have sacrificed themselves for this company, thinking that this would always exist, like in Ilmari’s (Ilmari Mustonen, former owner of Catrrus Oy] times. (Koiso-Kanttila/Härmä 2000)

At this point of time also more factually related (ie. not emotions related) arguments against the shutdown decision existed in the discourse of the employees. However, the arguments were presented with “a voice of humanism” in a sense that the focus in the arguments was more on “local and subjective” perspectives and less on “objective” economically or financially based reasoning, unlike later on. Here are a couple of examples where employees argue against the shutdown decision:

I would surely have done things differently [if I had been a manager of VBC]. I would have come here to listen to the locals: local management as well as the employees. I would have got to know the production and product better. [...] I would not have hurried so much with the centralization. I would first have created a good basis there in the other end, in Poland, so that they would have got better readiness. [...] I surely would not have forgotten that the labour union movement has very important words to say when a company is developed if they really do want to get people into the developing operation. […] Labour union is not an obstacle to development! (employee x)

Of course it is good to get more capacity [that is achieved with the Wroclaw factory], but it could be coordinated better, so that we would make national products there where the production is located. It is like, well I don’t know how to express it, but it easily goes wrong when a seller in one country cannot understand a customer in another. (emplyee y)
When the discourse of the employees during the shutdown process started to shift closer to the local capitalism more economically and financially related arguments were emphasized, while emotions were more and more set aside as “personal experiences”. Moreover, arguments were presented through more “objective lens”, and issues (like demand and competition) that seemed to dominate in corporate management’s discourse were attached to the arguments. This was the case especially when the discussion turned to the actual justifications of the shutdown decision. However, the shift did not mean opinion change, but rather dressing the arguments in a new form and concentrating in the internal debates on the issues important in the global capitalism discourse. Thus, similar issues were presented with a different tone. Here the same interviewees as above argue against the grounds of the shutdown decision in the later stages:

Volvo drew itself further away from this process [shutdown of CH]. They hid themselves behind the backs of Carrus’s management. If they [corporate management] had behaved wisely they would have come here, even if it was difficult, and told us their perspectives and why they have done this to us. [...][They used the local management] as a puppet government: “This is the framework in which you will have to live.” […] Volvo looks at these big market areas as entities, Europe, Asia, America. It leads to a situation where it sees no, let’s say, “personal influence” of the customers like before. They can just eye the situation universally and do not have to discuss about anything on the local level, which leaves the management of Carrus in a difficult go-between position as it sees also the changes in clientele. […] They [the local management] understand that the demands of customers can be answered effectively only through discussions with the employees. (employee x)

The production will be more expensive [in Poland than in CH]. More working hours are still spent there than in Finland for making same products and above all the fixed costs are dreadfully more per one unit because of the amount of personnel [refers to the larger amount of bureaucracy in Wroclaw than in CH] and because of the investments [new factory]. […] One illusion seems to be that the material cost would be less in Poland than, let’s say, in the Nordic countries. However, at the moment it seems that they are even more in Poland and its environs. […] Though the labour is cheap [in Poland] but are the products done less effectively or is there so little competition on some businesses that suppliers can maintain high prizes? At least there seems to be signs of that.[…] And if buyers buy small quantities then a smaller factory unit, size of CH, is more competitive. (employee y) 

Naturally one must take into account that obviously the employees gained more knowledge, including financial facts, during the shutdown process, which they were able to present in the later discussions. However, it also seemed that in the internal debates where the shutdown justifications were dealt other kind of arguments were not so interesting or important anymore in the later stages. This was probably because the corporate management, by using global capitalism, had already shown the issues that were worth discussing and arguments that might be taken into consideration. It seems that in the internal debates also the employees had no other choice but to elaborate their counter-arguments according to the rules of global capitalism in order to get their voice heard.

What was interesting, however, was that on some other issues, that were important to the employees but not so interesting to the managers, it appeared to be much more difficult for the employees to get into any debate with the upper management levels. Perhaps this was because of the lack of detailed financial language around these issues. On general level in the employee discourse, besides the justifications of the shutdown decision, the following concerns were highlighted: treating of employees, and the general business logic of VBC. These issues did not strike a chord from the management side as well as the shutdown justification issues. Thus, also the discourse shift was less needed and less visible when those themes were discussed. When the employee situation came up in the interviews according to many, the lack of open and clear-cut discussions concerning the future of the units was even worse than the shutdown decision itself. Even more than two years after the closure decision (year 2000), the employees were still speculating about the reasons that led to VBC's closure announcement. Here is how one Turku and one Tampere employee speculated about the reasons for closure:

I don’t know if there is anyone, at least of the employees, who really knows, even at the moment, what will happen to CH

The CH employees felt themselves particularly betrayed because they had had to teach the employees of Wroclaw how to make bus bodies without any respect or service in return. According to them VBC was cruelly misusing the loyalty CH employees against the employees’ own interest as well as the corporation’s interest. It seemed to them that the corporate management was eager to get rid of CH at the very moment it believed that a sufficient amount of CH’s knowledge had been transferred to Wroclaw. This perceived attitude of corporate management affected also the attitudes toward knowledge transfer in other units. This is how one CH employee and one Turku employee put it:

When the Polish factory already existed and we knew that employees of Wiima [CH] would have to go and take the know-how of bus building in Poland there were people bitterly saying that “This is what it is now: You teach them and then you get the boot”. You first have to teach the others to do your job and then you yourself get fired from your own job! 

Even if you try not to think about it, still it comes to your mind [...] that if our boys would now have to leave for [Wroclaw] to teach how to make these tourist busses, I would suggest a big collective decision that nobody would go there. The longer it takes for them [in Wroclaw] to learn [...] the more we would win time. When Poland develops the points of comparison [the costs in Finland and Poland] would not be so far from each other anymore. I think that we would not be as willing to travel there [to Wroclaw to teach] just to make ourselves unemployed. 

However, the corporate management of VBC did not change its decision even when it became increasingly clear that the production in Poland was not necessarily less expensive than in Finland. In this context, many CH people emphasized the difficulties in transferring (tacit) knowledge from one factory to another. They even pointed out that this shutdown decision would eventually result in a terrible loss of competence and know-how. As a key employee put it in one of the latest interviews:

They [Volvo] thought that they can get all the know-how, and that based on a faulty reasoning that this is very easily mechanized, automatized and documented, the steps of producing and so on. A simple idea from some other industry that they had sketched for themselves. It was misleading and they have certainly not got the knowledge as a whole, not for sure. [...] They lost the most significant part [of the knowledge]. That is the part that exists in the heads of people. The ability to create. In this product you still have to apply so much this, let’s say, wisdom and experience. When that is left out, the product won’t develop anymore the way it used to. […] That [remaining a few designers in Helsinki] is waste of space. It is customer conciliating. That is, they want to create a vision that Volvo is taking care of them, or that Carrus will take care of them here in the metropolitan area of Helsinki. In that sense that is necessary just to maintain the image. It is temporary. 

Increasingly many of the employees also started to question the whole logic in VBC’s strategy. For example, they pointed out that personalised busses with good quality and a good image are what the customers want instead of less expensive mass production busses, which seemed to be VBC’s vision for the future. The employees told that the customers still ordered buses that the Wroclaw factory could not easily produce. This was one of the facts that the employees addressed already in very early stages of the shutdown process. Two employees explained:

When we make small series of busses it works OK in the facilities we have [in CH], but it is near to the maximum. But if this whole roulette is made bigger, if we double the operation of this company [...] in Poland it has been multiplied and when we still make so small series the consequence is that the roulette there in the end of the line becomes uncontrolled [...] It might be so that one bus goes to this customer, and one to that customer and all busses are different. All the cars [busses] need different components in the end of the line. 

We have traditionally made this kind of small series and let’s say tailor made products for different customers and that is our strength. […] There are a lot of smaller customers who apparently want to have their cars [busses] still in the way they want to have them, and not the way the factory is just manufacturing and selling. So there is a future for that.

Additionally, the whole logic of VBC that aimed at maximising profitability stayed as a mystery to many until the end:

I think it is always a risk to end profitable operations and believe that “we can make something even more profitable” and close down at a point when” the more profitable” does not yet exist. It is a different situation if there are many profitable units and you close down the least profitable or you have a couple of loss-making units and close them down.

Most employees saw the top management’s interpretations and calculations of the profitability of the units as unfair and misleading. What was very problematic, however, was that even pointing to the financial issues, that was intentionally increased, did not seem to help the employees in making the top management change its mind. Two quotations in time order:

Well, I must say that it [the closure decision] felt unreal in the sense that it [CH] was making good returns. On the other hand it did not make sense that why would the owner, even if a new one, like to destroy a unit that was making good returns. But it must be so if the results are only red from the stock exchange pages. You have to prepare yourself that even if you make good profits but still the company sees it wiser to shut down then there is not much you can do. 
In fact, profitability had nothing to do with that [closure decision of CH] at that point. It did not matter even if we had made billion profits, even per day. As they had chosen the strategy. The company policy was chosen. It made no difference. 
Overall, many felt that even a long time after the acquisition, the top management did not appreciate the local calculations. As an interviewee explained it:

The return and profits, they are conceptually something else [for Volvo] that they are for the local management. And this creates an immediate difference between the levels of conversation. [...] we are not able to get into a conversation about any real matters [with Volvo].

Even though in the later interviews the emotions were in a smaller role, but when confronted by the interviewer, they yet seemed to exist, almost unchanged, but under the surface. Many of the negative emotions were thrown upon the abstract globalization phenomenon:

The chances to influence are getting weaker. And does it happen in the name of this globalization, I don’t know. It has become apparent to people in this process, at least in here [CH], what this globalization in practice means. We have got the best possible lesson of it! Too bad! 

Of course if you think about how big corporations usually operate you can always find some corporation that has done the same way and then you can think that “this a part of business life” but of course when you are yourself involved in it, it is a misery.

Local Management in the Internal Debate

The local management found itself between the top management sticking to the shutdown decision and the resisting employees. In many ways, the local management saw the initial shutdown decision as threatening and poorly justified. The local managers also actively tried to influence the strategizing and decision-making of the top management. However, at the same time the local managers saw themselves as representatives of the top management and responsible for enacting the global strategies. In a sense, this resulted in a need to balance between the two sensemaking logics and to the creation of the logic of ‘local capitalism’.

The CH closing decision did not come as a total surprise to the local management but it was a big disappointment since the Finnish managers had opposed the idea. Despite the disappointment the local managers thought that it was very understandable that big listed companies make these kinds of decisions. They need to universalise their products, use labor where it is least expensive, and move production to different locations to get better profits. Yet, from the perspective of the local management, there was more to this case than these principles. In fact, the local managers criticized the timing of the operations and the inconclusive estimations and calculations of the top management. A key Finnish manager put it as follows:

Of course [ ...] I accept and respect always the principle that return on capital is searched for, and as such I don’t prioritize sustaining workplaces. I can’t. That mainly has sentimental value to me too, but I am ready to accept decisions of the owner, that base on rational economical reasons, but we are lost if even that side doesn’t hold up, and it is just a feeling that “ In my opinion Carthage has to be destroyed”. […] And if somehow the grounds are just that “ because we have already once decided to do that”. […]In that sense I believe in capitalism that well ”no money, no honey”. I understand the arguments, but then if they are followed sketchily, so that the decision making won’t actually really base on those and on valuing the options, then I don’t understand. […] And what is this low labour cost country? […] the influence of integration of Europe and the labour laws…how quickly it will change the situation in Europe that we are like one market area[…] When this kind of low labour cost strategy is chosen so how do they [the management of VBC] chart and follow the development of national economies?

The local management did not disagree with the corporate management on the benefits of going to Poland either. The project in Poland was based on understandable reasoning according to the local management. However, the local managers were sceptical and did not believe in all the plans concerning the development of the Polish operation. They were also wondering whether the top management jumped over one step, when it immediately decided to move to a single European product unit strategy.

It is naturally so that if some day the factory in Poland [Wroclaw] works OK and if the wages there are just a part of our wages, and all the other things will work there as well, and if we can prove that every car [=bus] will be 100000marks (~17000€) cheaper there for good, and the customers buy eagerly, then for sure it is worth to move all the production there![…][And now when] all your bets are in the same game[invested in Wroclaw] you have look at that for a quite a long time as you first built everything [to Poland] and closed something, but it should be prevented now that no more production is moved there as it does not work in Poland. […] is it now the time for a one big factory ? Its time will be passed, before it really blossomed.

Local managers in particular raised questions concerning the ‘standard product ideology’ and the risk in losing direct contact with the customers. They also pointed out many practical issues that would affect the working of the global vision as the following quotation illustrates:

The traditional situation has been that, that when busses are sold in this Volvo surrounding the chassis is a universal product, which everybody has the same around the world and the body has been the locally “flexible” part and it is very local. Now when they are pushing it that also the body should be a universal product it makes a little conflict there because the market does not necessarily understand that. And they are not ready to tolerate that or they are not ready to change to that direction. […] We have had to “translate” this to them [corporate management] many times. Expressly this customer orientation should not go to this automation technology thinking, in which the factories are somewhere far away and somewhere there between are the dealers. And then in some distant place there is a customer that never meets [the manufacturer]. Because almost all the bus factories in the world live like us, in other words, the volumes are really small. We really do just one or two similar [bus bodies] and it is really customer oriented [work]. Many hours are spent and it is done very manually, this product, so it is difficult. […] And it is totally different than in the chassis and truck business, where the factory can be as well in the moon, and the operation works fine! It is because they [trucks and chassis] are standard products and universal products with good documentation, huge investment to product development. The salesman can choose from a fixed palette what he sells and then somebody will manufacture it.

Profitability was a big issue where the local managers did not agree with the approach taken by the top management of VBC. In brief, the consensus in Finland was that CH had been and would be profitable. The problem was rather, according to the Finnish managers, the way the headquarters of VBC approached the profitability issue. For the Finns, the right way to look at profitability was to calculate in detail the revenues and costs of specific units and then base any decisions concerning the units on these calculations. In addition, the Finnish managers saw it as unfair that the financial reserves gathered at Carrus were not taken into consideration but rather seen as resources that the top management could allocate anywhere. The headquarters, in their view, did not include all the relevant components in the calculations. Moreover, they considered many rather irrelevant and disparate factors and compared the results of Finnish units to standards that were misleading. In this context, the local managers also pointed out how easy it is to “manipulate” the figures to support decisions already made 

The result of the factory is the variance, plus or minus, from the standard cost. […] And here every product is different, so all the specified additional features [ordered by the customers] show in the [financial] reports as the variance. […] Of course we cannot manage standard process, when we do not have standard product. So now they implant the standard product thinking here, that in our factory somebody just assembles. 

The local managers also thought that the corporate management, making decisions from a distance, did not really pay enough attention to the fundamental questions concerning ‘knowledge’ and ‘competence’. In fact, probably the problematic consequence of the shutdown decisions for the Finnish managers was that they would lose a great deal of competent people. In this context, many criticized the ‘hypocrisy’ of the corporate values:

In Volvo the concept of ”human resources” is very highly appreciated and there is a big human resources department. Seemingly they are very human resources oriented, and the personnel is highly appreciated. [...] In the real life the commitment to the employees [...] they [the employees] are seen purely as, a thing, that can be used as a headline when the [financial] situation is bad, to cool down the owners. “5000 are fired.” “Factories are closed.” [...] And there is a brochure on everything. So it feels like that they try to take the easy way out and at the same time buy the commitment of the employees. But in reality there is no commitment to the employees and the employees are not appreciated. Instead it is seen that pandered to the globalization, any kind of factory can be founded anywhere, and everything is saleable, buyable, movable.  

The local managers also pointed to the problems in ‘transferring knowledge’ from Finland to Poland. They were worried about loosing the tacit knowledge but also about loosing the tradition, capabilities, and knowledge to develop further in the future when shutting down the Helsinki unit.  In the words of one local manager:

Naturally we reacted quite strongly [...] because we saw for one reason that the knowledge in building bus bodies, especially in building city busses, is not increasing fast enough in Poland and for this reason a backup from Finland is needed there, like CH has until now given backup for them. The knowledge has been transported there [to Poland] from CH. That is one reason why the manufacturing should continue in CH. The other reason is that when we develop our three different concepts: city, intercity and tourist busses, this city bus is one third of that. If we don’t have CH the city bus knowledge will disappear. And thirdly the operations of CH have been profitable. So, these in mind this decision [of closure of CH] was seen as negative.

Conclusion

This study has examined global industrial restructuring from a critical perspective. Although our case certainly has unique features, it does illustrate how global industrial restructuring – in this case an acquisition – often leads to reconsiderations concerning the role of specific units and thereby to dramatic decisions such as shutdowns. The case can thus be read as an illustration of the forceful violence of and the human suffering caused by this restructuring trend, which is often overshadowed by abstract neo-liberalist rhetoric. What we have specifically concentrated on in our analysis is the organizational sensemaking around the shutdown issue. We have in particular demonstrated how key organizational actors – such as corporate managers, workers affected by the shutdown plan and the local managers – employ and are forced to employ specific discursive resources to justify or resist such plans.

As the case illustrates, the corporate management tends to draw on the discourse on global capitalism when justifying shutdown decisions (see Table 2). Not surprisingly, reference to the ‘inevitability’ of this global restructuring, ‘competitiveness’, ‘economies of scale’, ‘profitability’ and ‘shareholder value’ were used as powerful justifications for the shutdown decision. Within this logic, the harmful consequences could actually be framed as ‘unfortunate but unavoidable’. As this case shows, such reasoning is powerful precisely because this is the dominant discourse in today’s society in general and in corporations in particular.

What is specifically interesting is that this case shows how such ‘rationalistic’ reasoning and ‘economic’ logic’ can be based more on ‘abstract knowledge’ and ‘visions of the future’ rather than ‘accurate’ information and knowledge of the particular operations of specific units. When confronted with the arguments of the local managers and the workers, the corporate management actually had to reconsider its (in many ways simplistic) financial argumentation and rely even more on the ‘inevitability’ of such restructuring. In the end, the corporate management also stuck to the shutdown decision. Whether this was due to a genuine belief in the rationale of such restructuring, or an act to protect ‘one’s face’, or the only remaining option after the huge investments in Poland remains a matter of interpretation.

The employees viewed the shutdown issue from a completely different perspective. Their reflections were naturally characterized by a critical stance towards the shutdown decision. This criticism, at times strongly linked with nationalism, was primarily targeted at the corporate management but also towards other units, most notably the one in Poland. This case consequently shows how the units and the people working in them are easily provoked to fight against each other instead of focusing their attention on the corporate decision makers. As a result the internal networks of the corporation, consisting of different units, can in many respects start to resemble corporation’s external networks where the lack of trust and common goals often impedes cooperation. What is most interesting in this case is that in the internal debates the workers were forced to voice their concerns by a managerial language. In fact, this language provided them with legitimate tools to counter top management’s arguments within the capitalist discourse. As they also seemed to be succeeding in rational argumentation, it was ever more frustrating and disappointing for these ‘victims’ that the unit was eventually shut down.

The local management was in many ways between a rock and a hard place in these internal debates. On the one hand, they sympathized with the employees and shared their reasoning to a significant extent. On the other hand, they were forced to promote the official corporate strategy and defend the shutdown decision in their unit. What the case unfortunately points to is that the ‘power’ of the local managers can be very limited in terms of being able to eventually decide upon the investments and shutdowns in their own organization. This is ironic given the fact that they usually have the most detailed information and knowledge concerning the specific operations.

At a more general level, this case illustrates the power of the discourse/ideology of global capitalism. This discourse, within which such decisions as shutdowns of local units are easily justified, remained largely uncontested in our case. The fact that arguing successfully within the parameters of the ‘local capitalist’ discourse did not in the end prove sufficient can be seen as an ultimate proof of the abstract power of the ‘global capitalist’ discourse/ideology. It should be emphasized that mastering this discourse seems to be closely associated with the overall power position of corporate managers. It is the corporate management that (supposedly) has the best ‘overall understanding’ of the situation – one that others are not usually able to fully access. The corporate managers are thus in a superior position to draw on this discourse and its logic, even in situations where the basis of sensemaking and argumentation would be shaky.

This case consequently provides a very pessimistic view on the causes and consequences of global industrial restructuring. It is, however, too easy to surrender to the crudest kind of ‘global capitalism’. As this case illustrates, when looked at more closely, the supposedly clear dominant logic seems to break down or at least become questionable. Voicing critical concerns and alternative ideas and ideologies can be seen as a way of resisting the dominance of global capitalism. In our case, we could see the beginnings of a broader social movement to resist the shutdown – exemplified by the critical TV document. In other settings, for example, when dealing with bigger units, larger unemployment or ‘nationally’ important sectors, such movements can in the end have a great deal of influence. Unravelling the problematics and inconsistencies within this discourse as well as providing room for alternative discourses can, in turn, be seen as a special challenge for critical management scholars. This must involve theoretical reflection so that we can develop useful theoretical ideas and conceptual tools. However, we should not either forget empirical studies and illustrations which can highlight not only the problematic consequences of specific corporate actions but also the inherent contradictions in corporate decision-making.
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	                 Discourses

Themes
	Global capitalism


	Local capitalism


	Humanism

	Globalization 


	Inevitable, need to follow competitors, belongs to the industrial vision of future
	Is a chosen business tactic, only one option of many
	Often unchallenged option, leads to many individual tragedies

	Competitiveness


	Accomplished though global efficiency (standardization, low labor costs, mass production)
	Accomplished though combining local knowledge (of customers and products) and global resources
	Accomplished though unit-level developments

	Profitability (of CH)


	Bad: better profitability for the same investment can globally be found elsewhere
	Good: the factory is making good surplus
	Good: as long as the factory makes surplus

	Customer needs


	Global trends have to be found: customers will prefer lower prize (less expensive mass products)
	Trends in customer needs are local, preferences have not changed (specialized products)
	The customers have personalized needs, local person is essential for understanding the customer needs

	The slow start of the Polish operation


	Partly due to some miscalculations but no need to change plans. The financial justifications stand.
	Was caused by the timetable planning failure and loss of important individuals (with tacit knowledge of products, markets, and customers). Need to change plans.
	Unfair abuse of committed old employees and knowledge developed locally under a long time. 

	Initial shutdown announcement/ Open informing politics


	Early informing gave employees possibilities to reorganize their lives before the shutdown.
	Early informing is positive if changes to the restructuring plans are still an option.
	Was based on too abstract knowledge, the shutdown decision was made before knowing the business of CH. No true options for a job change.

	Internal conversations


	Global management is based on internal discussion between different managerial levels
	In internal discussion local management has no real tools to influence the restructuring decisions

 
	No true conversations between the top management and employee level took 

place

	Maintaining knowledge


	Knowledge will be maintained by transferring it to the new location
	Transferring knowledge meets problems: trust, educational background differences. How to build an innovative and experienced production culture from a scratch?
	Ability to develop products further was lost with the individuals. Trust to the acquirer lost ground in the knowledge transfer process.

	Large limited corporation


	Only real way to survive


	Rather faceless towards the employees, but has positive financial opportunities if used constructively 
	Good careers for some, but mostly stiff and faceless decision making based on share holder interests, that is not motivating

	Estimating of unit results


	Comparability of results as a basis for global industrial restructurings. Statistics.
	Miscalculations as the products and production processes are treated unchangeably. Considering of non-countable values underestimated.
	Based only on false financial calculations


Table 1 Themes in the internal debates

	
	CORPORATE MANAGEMENT
	Employees
	LOCAL MANAGEMENT

	Typical position


	Member of the corporate top management team
	Blue and white collar employee
	Unit manager



	Identity and subjectivity based on
	New corporation


	Own unit and national organization
	Own unit and national organization as part of the new corporation

	Objectives in restructuring


	‘Competitiveness’ of the corporation
	The future of the own unit


	The future of the own unit as part of the new corporation

	Opponents in restructuring


	“Stubborn” or “emotional” organization 
	Corporate management

Other units competing for same resources
	Corporate management making problematic decisions

“Stubborn” or “emotional” organization

Other units competing for same resources



	Rhetorics in internal debates


	Inevitability of globalization and industrial restructuring

Financial justification


	Focus on knowledge and competence

Financial counter-argumentation
	Inevitability of globalization and industrial restructuring

Focus on knowledge and competence

Financial counter-argumentation




Table 2 Corporate managers, employees and local managers in the internal debates

� Irrevocable conversion rate of Euro, from 1st of January, 1999, has been: 1€ equals FIM 5.94573.
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