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Restructuring, the word that's hard to say

Sandrine Agie - Partner at Whyte Corporate Affairs, February 2010
In January 2010, no fewer than 23 collective redundancies were announced in Belgium. One of the most recent of them, that of Opel, serves as a reminder that communication is not a panacea. Irrespective of the strategy and efficacy of the communication plan put in place, a difficult announcement is still a difficult announcement.

The life of a company is like real life, made up of good and bad times. A strategy decided on by a company’s management, in agreement with its supervisory board, can have significant social consequences.  In the end, only time will tell if it was a good decision – although painful – for the future of the company and if in the long run it will benefit the parties involved, who may be personnel, customers, shareholders and the community in its broadest sense.  Maybe in five years time we will, quite objectively and having accepted the harshness of the decision, analyse it and conclude that the closure of Opel Antwerp was a necessity for GM. If GM and Opel recover and pick up again after painful restructuring via an innovative development policy, we will have no option but to conclude that restructuring at that time was difficult but necessary.

UCB AND DONNAY

Other companies have in the past successfully undergone a difficult transformation to enable them to adapt to a new economic environment. Over a few years UCB implemented radical changes: first the sale of its chemical division, despite it being deeply embedded in the DNA of the company since its creation and part of its very brand identity - Union Chimique Belge – and next the transformation of a “traditional” pharmaceutical laboratory into an innovation-oriented biopharmaceutical company.  This sloughing off was a complex process, requiring painful restructuring at both human and social levels, and which is still not fully completed. But it was a necessary transformation so that the company did not find itself in an impasse whereby its inadequacy in the market would constitute a danger to its survival.

Conversely, Agfa Gevaert is an example of a company which did not radically change course early enough to anticipate the collapse of its traditional market and which has suffered badly in recent years. In the end, the social cost of failure to act is worse because Agfa has had to implement drastic restructuring. And who remembers Donnay, one of the finest companies in Wallonia, which was a flagship sports equipment manufacturer in the 70s and 80s before sinking without trace for want of visionary management and adaptation to changing trends?

Companies live and die and we tend to forget this. Nothing guarantees durability, unless it be a responsible, visionary management steering a clear course, however hard the decisions to be taken.

HOW TO SAY IT?

So, where is communication in all this? The role of communication in these difficult circumstances is to support change and to explain to the company’s internal and external stakeholders the reasons that justify the decision taken and its necessity. This doesn’t mean that communication can make a difficult announcement into good news. Communicators don't have a magic wand to provide a rose-tinted version of a darker reality.

To evaluate the quality of communication in a time of crisis, you therefore have to position yourself within the limits of your role. Communication has to help the company get through a difficult course of action. Its objective is to enable the company to have a well supported argumentation so that it can justify difficult restructuring projects and, at the end of the process, be able to demonstrate that it has always been consistent in its messages, has never hidden the reality of the situation while at the same time trying to explain it and convince others as far as possible of the appropriateness of the decision.  An announcement under the so called “Renault Law”
 makes communication even more complex since it has to be prudent and cautious. Here, the obligatory use of terms such as project, intention, possibility and unconfirmed makes messages blurred and often leads to confusion.

The media response to a restructuring announcement can only be negative, emotional, even dramatised in the theatrical sense of the term. What needs to be looked at is whether the company has stayed open to dialogue, whether it has communicated regularly and consistently with all its internal and external stakeholders and whether the information given was transparent and coherent throughout. This may seem self evident and simple but few companies are sufficiently well organised, prepared and managed to be able to communicate effectively with the many parties involved in a period of crisis. If this does happen, the company can resume a positive relationship with these parties when the crisis is over because the foundations of trust have been respected.

LOOKING FURTHER AHEAD

We also need to take a long term view and not seek to obtain a short term result to the detriment of the company's interest. It is sometimes preferable to keep quiet, and accept a few media knocks, in order to leave room for negotiation and avoid any media battle, although the media may well be looking for this type of confrontation. The job of the communicator is dialogue. It is therefore difficult for the communicator to accept a situation without dialogue and have to be content with explaining rather than convincing.  But a good communicator must not forget that communication is not an art, it is a discipline focused on serving a company’s objective.
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