Williams, Introducing Employment Relations, 5th edition, Chapter 10

Web case: Challenging redundancies at the Prudential
Chapter 10 of the book contains material on the nature of redundancy procedures. It is important to bear in mind that workers and unions often challenge redundancy proposals by employers, or proposed actions that could lead to redundancies. One such case occurred in 2016. Under the code name ‘Project Jupiter’, the financial services company Prudential had proposed transferring around jobs in its annuities department from Reading, in the UK, to Mumbai in India. It maintained that changes in pension regulations meant that it had seen a fall in demand for some of its products, and so needed to restructure appropriately in order to make cost savings. However, the trade union Unite, which represents workers in Prudential, claimed that the company simply wanted to ‘pay someone in Mumbai far less to do the same work’, and that its proposal was ‘cynical, exploitative and untimely’, with customers likely to experience a lower standard of service as a result. Prudential emphasized that it was doing all that it could to find alternative roles in the company for at least a quarter of those whose jobs would be affected, and raised the prospect of further opportunities for staff becoming available as Project Jupiter progressed.
However, annuities staff in Reading, concerned about the future of their jobs, mobilized to challenge the firm’s proposal. Many rushed to join Unite. A massive 97 per cent of staff voted in favour of industrial action in protest at the proposed offshoring of Prudential’s jobs. The action commenced on 31st August 2016, with staff refusing cooperate in any way with, or undertake any work relating to, Project Jupiter. This would severely delay moving the work to India.  A spokesman for Unite, which organized the industrial action on behalf of its Prudential members, claimed that it represented the ‘anger felt over the transfer of 76 skilled workers from Reading to Mumbai’. He suggested that the business case for offshoring was weak, and that it was unlikely to generate very much in the way of cost savings. It was pointed out that Unite had made alternative proposals, which would enable Prudential to improve efficiency, while also retaining the jobs in Reading and this securing for the company the skills and experience of its dedicated workforce. The union planned to hold two one-day strikes in September 2016 as part of the dispute. However, Unite suspended the action the day before the first strike was due to take place after talks with the company produced a guarantee that suitable alternative jobs would be found for all those staff affected by the offshoring exercise. According to a Unite representative, it was only because of the ‘resolve’ and ‘solidarity’ of the workers, and their preparedness to mobilize and engage in industrial action, that changed the company’s position and saved the jobs in Reading.

Question

What are the lessons of this case for employers who are contemplating organizational change that jeopardizes people’s jobs?
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