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Empowering 
Employees for Tough 

Times
  Most companies are doing the things 

companies traditionally do when the 
economy goes into a recession: They are 
cutting back on expenses by reducing 
travel and conference attendance, 
freezing hiring and laying-off employees. 
In many cases, these actions are 
necessary, but they also impose a real 
burden on the managers who are 
responsible for the execution of the 
organization's day-to-day processes. As 
cutbacks continue, those managers will 
have to run processes with fewer and 
fewer employees. In the best cases, the 
remaining employees will be the best 
trained and the most experienced. In the 
worst cases, they will be the less 
experienced and less costly employees. 

During this same period, however, every 
company will want to attract as many 
customers as it can to maintain sales and 
market share. Unfortunately, fewer 
employees often means poorer customer 
service resulting in lower customer 
satisfaction and, ultimately, loss of 
customers and revenue. Obviously, 
customers hate having to deal with 
multiple employees to solve a problem. 
Everyone can recall situations in which 
they call customer service and explain the 
problem to an employee, only to be told 
that they've called the wrong office, or 
are speaking to the wrong person and 
must either call or be transferred to 
someone else. The frustration is enhanced 
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when the customer calls the second 
number and receives the same response. 

It's understandable, but unfortunate, that 
tough times make everyone nervous, 
fearful and less creative. Companies that 
manage to remain flexible and open to 
change during tough times have an 
opportunity to accomplish valuable 
process work. 

Clearly, reducing the number of 
employees without simultaneously 
streamlining processes could make 
customer service problems even worse. 
The good news in this scenario is that the 
need for staff reduction presents an 
opportunity to improve the processes 
involved and, at the same time, empower 
employees. Budget constraints doubtless 
preclude sending managers and 
employees to training classes or hiring 
outside consultants to give advice on 
empowerment. Alternatively, there are 
numerous books written on the topic and 
the concepts are simple enough to apply. 
Employees, like managers, usually prefer 
having more responsibilities and more 
control over their work. Studies show that 
employees hate to tell customers they 
can't help them almost as much as 
customers hate to be told they will need 
to talk to someone else. Handled 
correctly, giving employees more 
responsibility can be good for both the 
employees and the company, 

In this context, managers have an 
opportunity to do some important process 
improvement work. To facilitate and 
improve the quality of customer service, 
what about having an experienced 
employee train others in how to deal with 
a problem? Or, what about creating a 
team of 5 or 6 employees to cross-train 
each other? Such activities could involve 
rewriting job descriptions that would 
suggest salary increases - likely an 
untenable solution in the current 

 

 

http://www.butrain.com/nl.asp?sid=3223991
http://www.torquemanagement.com/asp/Business_Process_Management_(BPM)_Education-ObjectID-1061-recordid-32-z-children.htm
http://www.leonardo.com.au/index.asp?pageid=led


economic climate. In those cases, a 
creative manager might agree with 
employees that changes undertaken now 
will lead to salary increases when the 
economy picks up again and/or when 
certain milestones are met. 

In tight times, employees are frequently 
required to perform more tasks than they 
did when times were better. Increasing 
employee workloads and training 
employees to perform the new tasks with 
a promise of future rewards can go a long 
way towards making a difficult situation a 
little better. 

Managers interested in pursuing this 
approach should read the March 27, 2007 
Advisor, Model the Customer Process and 
the book review published this month, 
Lean Solutions, by Womack and Jones. 
Both describe techniques for analyzing 
what a customer experiences when 
dealing with an organization. A manager 
can create a model of the customer 
interaction process and look for multiple 
"touch points" that might be consolidated 
into one. In some cases, this might 
require working with a manager from 
another unit. The very act of identifying 
and clarifying a situation in which people 
in different units do (or could do) similar 
jobs can be a major benefit and lead to 
consolidation that improves processes and 
saves money. 

The smart manager will create a team of 
employees and challenge them to 
redesign the process. Ask the team to 
model the customer process, identify 
multiple touch points and highlight places 
where employees have to refer customers 
to others. Then, ask the team for a plan 
to minimize or eliminate these referrals in 
the future. Some managers may feel 
uncomfortable with this approach, but, 
again, there are many good books on the 
theory and practice of team building that 
can provide the support and assistance 



required to be successful. 

In essence, the team is set up to identify 
opportunities for cross training so that 
"every employee can help the customer". 
The same team can be used to design a 
process for managing the re-assignment 
of tasks during "rush periods". 

Managers are often afraid to empower 
employees. They fear the employees will 
make mistakes or not follow policies and 
rules. In some cases, this problem can be 
solved by developing job aids to help 
them deal with complex cases. (Amazing 
things can be done on an Excel 
spreadsheet to lay out the options and 
the correct responses in a matrix format.) 
In other cases, a solution may be found in 
changing company rules to allow 
employees to over-ride certain rules in 
certain circumstances in order to 
accommodate customers. Obviously, this 
needs to be thought out carefully, but a 
team of employees, coached by a 
manager, is usually quite capable of 
working out "engagement rules" and 
identifying where exceptions can be 
made. In many cases, managers may find 
that the team can generate a better 
description of what actually happens 
during a customer interaction than what 
is current documented policy. 

Some will see these strategies as 
imposing more work on already 
overloaded employees. Done correctly, 
however, these strategies not only 
provide employees with more control over 
their jobs - they also create the feeling 
among employess that they are more 
valuable to the firm - as, in fact, they are. 
Everyone involved has a sense that they 
are helping the organization cope with a 
crisis, and that they have a stake in the 
future of the organization. 

Typically, as organizations become more 
mature and learn more about processes, 



they move from manager-dominated 
efforts to team-based efforts. In effect, 
the organization learns to inculcate the 
idea that everyone is responsible for 
continuous process improvement. 
Managers learn to rely on teams which 
assume more day-to-day responsibilities 
and at mature organizations, managers 
understand their role as instructors and 
mentors of teams. 

A recession and a sharp cut in the 
number of employees can lead to positive 
results if viewed as an opportunity rather 
than a disaster. It can be a time for 
process professionals to help local 
managers acquire new skills that will help 
them grow in the midst of difficulties. It 
can be a time for organizations to help 
employees become more skilled and more 
flexible. Done well, process improvement 
undertaken during this critical period can 
mean that your organization may never 
need to hire back as many employees as 
it laid off - in effect, in the midst of tough 
times your organization can become 
leaner and more effective. 

Till next time, 
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