LEARNING TO PRACTICE AN ETHICAL OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT IN THE XXI CENTURY

Claudio Luiz Miotto

Universidade Federal de Uberlandia e Escola de Administracao de Empresas de Sao Paulo

(miotto@ufu.br)

1. Introduction 

Internet is shortening distances and integrating people all over the world. The invention of the writing happened more than 5000 years ago, and starting from there many other innovations appeared, as the cases of the press, the energy from vapour, the telephone, the electricity, the automobile, until the computer arrival in 1946. Nothing was popularized as quickly as the microcomputer. Thanks to it, Internet arrived at the companies and the homes and it began to transform the world quickly in a global village (Editorial Atlas, 2001).

Internet is an unanswerable reality, that's more than the amassing of 4 millions of web pages. "This medium allows greater freedom of communications, more cooperation and coordination and enhanced production, across all borders and time zones.. The fast imparting of the latest in specialist knowledge, a closes contact with other users and instructors, the chance of acquiring new abilities regardless of time and place are but the few aspects. (Gross, 2001). 

Information now flow massively, per times gratuitously, and they support decisions in all areas. Everybody can access from their own desktop the five continents in real time and obtain information on culture, politics, economy, technology, science, e.g. The knowledge migrates from a point to another as the speed of light, and it influences important  processes as in the national, societal, organizational, or individual area. People in the organizations, make richer and complete modeling, improving the action courses.

With more information, people and organizations are also more conscious of legal and ethical aspects involved. With information traveling without borders, the companies are also exposed easier and quickly to the public opinion. Comportamental slips that involve ethical aspects, for example, tends to be, worstly received by a global community increasily interested in survival healthy, ecological aspects and respect to human being rights. 

1.1. The importance of the design decisions in operations management

In the project and in the evolution of the productive system of any organization, there are important areas of decision that cause impact on ethical aspects. That’s a focal point in this paper. In administration of operations the project of the product, the location, the integration, the layout, and technology, to mention some cases, they are examples of knowledge areas in production, with unfoldings that affect the employees, the vendors, the customers, the shareholders and the community as a whole.

Traditionally however, the organizations have been returning it preferably to an economic-financial orientation. Notedly in Brazil, historically the entrepreneurs and executive focus on the short time results, privileging fast profits in detriment of less financial variables. Many times there is speculative exploration of natural resources, human, and of the society in general. 

1.2. Learning and change

In depth posture change goes by learning. But a different learning from that with which are habituated, a process that pass by the questioning of deeply ingrained presuppositions, to produce a type of liberation of the old paradigms. But, as to change the focus on the way to contemplate wider and complex sceneries, with emphasis on social responsibility (Gaither, Frazier, 2001), for example? It is necessary a strong work of sensibility and understanding, with subsequent search of knowledge, besides technician that can be applied to this matter.

Our concern, in this work, consists of discussing the importance and to show the links of the social responsibility, with the day by day of the organizations’productive activities. However, this includes a diversity of economic, legal responsibilities, ethics, and philanthropic, as we can see below (Fraedrich and Ferrel, 2000):

" a)Economic: it is about  producing  products and services that society needs and wants, a just price, that can perpetuate the business and satisfy the obligations with the investors; b)Legal: the laws that should be obeyed; c)Ethic:  behaviors and activities that society wants, that are not coded in law and; d)Philanthropic: behaviors and activities that society wants and organizational values dictate."   

Inside of the social responsibility we are particularly worried about discussing ethical aspects in administration of operations. In what measures does this subject become vital for the survival and prosperity of the organizations? In what measures can the area of operations contribute to a posture improvement? Will the multilateral dialogue be a key tool to get success?

2. Strategic decisions in operations management and the information economy 

The operations function search for value aggregation. It processes information, materials, and people – last, for the of services activities case. It attribute to these transformed resources, see fig. 1 below, a superior final value to the initial value, of input. Chase, Aquilano and Jacobs (1998), define operations management with as " the design, operation and improvement of production systems, that create the output- products and primary services of the company ".

The transformation resources act on the transformed resources. Equipment, instruments, devices, buildings, according to Slack, (1977), and people, act on the material, e.g.. To make this process possible, great decisions are taken concerning the design, planning and control and improvement of the production.

  

Fig. 1 - General model of administration of production. Source: Slack, 1977.  

Along last century there was a progressive migration of an value earth based economy, going by the value of the physical assetses associated to manufacturing facilities, old economy, and finally to a reality founded in trade and services, with emphasis on  the information and knowledge value - new economy. Both will continue living together, therefore people will continue needing chairs to sit down, clothes, etc, and also more information, entertainment and services. The design decisions will continue being taken. 

2.1. Design decisions 

The operation function continue providing the goods and services. Kindred of having success, the companies need to take good strategic decisions. That is the sine qua non condition to be integrated conveniently to a supply chain. In this sense the strategic areas of decision are basically (Slack, et al, 1997, Chase, Nicholas and Aquilano, 1998, Heizer. and Surrender, 1999): 

· Product design: A process that is going of the generation of ideas to the definitive product design. Starting from the generation of ideas, it happens to the generation of concepts that should be screened, going by several sieves, as the one of marketing, production and finances.

· Supply chain design.It is one of the more hot topics in business now. It objectifies to ponder on the nature of networks, and the concept of parts of the net that belong to the "supply side " and the "demand side". It approaches vertical integration, location and long term capacity balancing.

· Layout and flow. So soon it is defined as the type of ideal process, he/she settles down the layout basic, being aimed after all, to decide where to allocate the transformation resources. 

· Process technology. It relates products and process technologies. It approaches the processing of materials, information or people, and the pertinent technological innovations. Degree automation, operation scale and technological integration degree are also pertinent themes. 

· Job design and work organisation. It approaches its elements: What task should be allocated for each person? What sequence? What else should be involved? How to interface facilities? What environmental conditions? How much autonomy? What skills should be developed? Where to locate the several activities? 

Besides the strategic activities of design above, that are the focus of this work too, they also exist, as they remind Gaither and Frazier, (2001), Slack et al, (1997), other areas classified as operational, as an example of "planing and production control" and the one of system improvement, as " planning and quality control”, as well as represented in the fig. 1

The production should make face to the demands that will intensify. At the end of the century XXI the population of the Earth should be close to 10 billion people, (Berle, 1992). New companies will appear, another will expand. This means to act on the environment in its several dimensions, interfering with in: social, economic, politics aspects, e.g.

In the same way that the populational growth, the Internet comes acting as a catalyst of global demand, in amount and quality. The WEB reduces the connection costs and sharing of information with other companies, and of them with the consumers (McAfee, 2001). More transactions and the consumers' larger demands , will turn the margins for very narrow mistakes, and its very harmful consequences.

2.2. A world of neighbors only

The interconnection for the web will allow the approach of the parts involved in the whole cycle of operations, notedly for the case of the transnational organizations. More and more each time, will be possible to optimize the place and the whole of the operation. Each part will be where there are better conditions and larger viability, and this will be measured by the total supply chain efficiency.

IKEA works with furniture retail, and was originated from the south of Sweden, it has been using these concepts with mastery (Krajewski and Ritzman, 1996, Slack, et, al,1997). It has a global net of approximately 100 stores, with about 1800 vendors, located in more than 50 countries. The back and the seat of one chair can come from Poland, while the legs of France, e.g. The logistics, eletronically coordinate with an administrative center and 14 distribution centers, dispose the modules of pieces of furniture in its stores, with the best levels of services, to the smallest prices.

The supply chains will have a world feature more and more. The competition war will instigate, and the search for the improvement and chain optimization value will be endless, now supported by a database that extrapolates the borders, being migrated for an integration reality, where even the companies of medium and small load, will pass, progressively, to have the possibility to globally look for the most advantageous business for itself and for its customers (McAfee,2001).

3. Ethics in the operations decisions

To choose a certain action course is a critical task for managers. To decide with ethics is about  the ethos, or the beginnings and moral behavior and of the nature of the good, with values of correct conduct, linking with the habits and the character (Rohmann, 2000) 

For Slack et al, (1997), a first step, starting from a perspective of the production management, is to identify the groups to which an ethical commitment is due. These are the stakeholders: the organization’s consumers, its employees, vendors of the materials and of services, community that operates and the shareholder.

3.1. Ethical considerations related to the operations design decisions 

It can be recommended some ethical roads for the design decisions in operations. These points also base on the ideas of Slack, et all, (1997), and Heizer and Surrender, 1999:

· Product/service design. It can have good sense with relationship to the used materials – if it is arriving to exhaustion, and/or are recycled, amounts and sources of energy that are consumed in the process, amount of materials that are rejected, the produtct life time, the consumer's safety, and its discards after its useful life.

· Supply chain. The arrival and exit of a company of a local cause impact on the community. The environmental consequences of the location about the natural resources, or pollution situations as the bad-smell of a curtume, are examples. Vertical integration can suggest unemployment, a distant location of the employees' dwelling suggests stressful trips, and the closing of the operation decreases the employment. 

· Facility layout. The employees should be allocated in distant points of noisy parts or displeased of the operation. Pleasant atmosphere, preferably with appropriate conditions of illumination, ventilation, should be provided by the layout design. The accessibility for cleaning and maintenance being avoided unnecessary efforts, so much as to take care so that the processes - dangerous equipments are not accessible for non authorized people, be customers or labor, they should also be concern object. The signalization and flow clarity also avoids mistakes, stress and same accidents. The energy crisis is responsible for a world menace, and layouts responsibly projected drive less consumption of energy, because optimize movement and  transport. 

· Process technology. This area of decision affects the employees' safety basically, as for the case of an equipment that doesn't contemplate protection; the disposition of refuses and products, it can be a problem to be faced, and it can be more serious in function of technology. Very noisy equipments can impose aggressive conditions to the human auditory apparel, the medium and long period harming the audition. The technology still has implications as the pollution for emission of gases, repetitive work and the energy efficiency.

· Job design and work organization. The job design is constituted of certain elements of  human resources area , linked directly to the sphere of the production management. All its elements should be integrated to increase the employees' safety, to reduce stress, not to produce alienation, to establish a day and healthy schedules of work. 

All these points are opportunities of ethical attitude. It is of the managers' responsibility to identify the opportunities appropriately and explore conveniently, as like this, to promote the economic growth in coherence with another expectations of the society.

3.2. Improving the impacts on the several stakeholders  

The impacts of the ethics lack in operations can have several addresses. It can reach consumers, employees, vendors and the community. In all the cases, there are negative reflexes and losses for the society. Basing on Slack, et al,(1997) and Chase, Nicholas and Aquilano, (1998), it cannot him like this to affirm: 

· Clients/consumers. Aspects related to the safety of a not well mounted not well designed product or not well projected or not well maintained facilities of services. The subject of the treatment, for example - a bank, would be unjust, case made discrimination among its customers, giving priority to those that provide larger profit. 

· Employees. It happens basically when the companies stop preventing that its employees are exposed to dangers at work, stopping treating ergonomic subjects, with physiologic and neurological impact of high relevance (Grandjean, 1998). This means not only to avoid short term physical damages, but also the long term consequences, as in the case of repetitive efforts. For emotional risks: it is the responsibility of the production to avoid "stress". This can be caused by the lack of information that allow  employees to understand the reason and the consequences of the production decisions. Another stressing aspect happens when the employees are forced to make decisions for which they were not prepared, or for when they don't possess the information needed .

· Vendors. To press so that there is supply exclusiveness, denying supply to the competitors, is it legitimate? Is the company arranged to pay a price to compensate the abandonment of a practice anti-ethics on the part of the vendors? Does the company open its planilhas of costs to the vendors, from they have made the same? 
· Community. The pollution of the atmosphere is an interference that comes being combatted by several mechanisms. To overcome the legal patterns, minimizing and controlling the levels of contamination of the dejections, it is a positive posture of the organization. To guarantee the facilitated supply of products and services in the measure of those demanded, to increase the durability and to improve the recyclability of the same ones, and to interfere in the community in partnerships with schools, hospitals, no-government organizations, are better roads ethically.
· Shareholders. It is necessary a consent on what it is a reasonable return for the investment, and also definitions of adapted periods of return. What does short or long period mean?

The areas of design decisions in operations are key to determine the impact level on the stakeholders. To know, and to bring to the light the knowledge on the possible alternatives, associating it to beginnings and ethical values, it is a fundamental requirement to manage with balance in the new times.

4. Learning to look for the future

The operations and production management generally centered in the search of quality and productivity, doesn't not observe conveniently other no less important aspects related to business, as the case of the ethical subject. It is necessary to wake up truly, once and for all, for this fact, more than this, it is necessary to learn to think and to act in a more coherent way.

In times of great uncertainties and turbulences, the ability for managing learning capacity is vital (Miotto, 2000). Nevertheless to be considered important the insert of high technology, with growing levels of automation in the  production and business processes, the people, with their  individual competences and characteristic formulas of inter-relationship, are still the essential force for the survival of the long term companies.

In case people learn, they can also provide learning opportunities for the organizations (Senge, 1994). But the one what is learning?

4.1. A new meaning for learning

The meaning of current learning is very close to what is found in the dictionary, being related with the knowledge taking and memorization of some subject or matter, for use to any time (Holland, 1996). Just as in the dictionary, are habituated to an inherited learning concept of the first years of school. For a long time we got used to the idea that learning is  to attend to teacher's classes, to try to understand what it is in the books, and later to reproduce the lesson in an exam of evaluation of the learning. "For many of us learning is associated to the teacher, a textbook  and classroom”, according to Kolb, Rubin., Osland, (1995). This is a process, in general, extremely passive, where who defines what will be learned and it evaluates at the learning level he/she is the teacher, being the very distant student of a posture proativa addressed to its own searches, curiosities, and needs.

Learning in the organizations happens starting from the people's learning. Today we are forced, and why not to say motivated, to look for new knowledge, new ways to face the world and new practices. Kolb, Rubin, Osland, (1995), affirm that "in a world where the change rate is increasing quickly to every year, and where the people have the expectation of if they link to ten or more activities and they be used in at least five different companies during its careers, the ability to learn seems to be one of the most important, if not the most important ".

Learning nor from a distance it is a special activity reserved for the class room, it is a explicit part of life. It is  the creation of wanted realities, so much on the part of the people, as for the case of the organizations. Or as affirms Senge, (1994), " an organization or an individual that learns, expands his/her capacity continually to create a wanted future”, giving origin to the new and high reasoning patterns, where the collective search is liberated, and where everybody learns how to learn in group.

The learning organizations change its understanding patterns and action on to its realities. In them, everybody is workers of the knowledge, they look for to identify and to eliminate the mistakes, everybody works for the establishment of shared understandings and changes in deeply ingrained ideas, or mental models, that influence our behaviors (Nonaka, 1991, Argyris, 1977, Stata, 1989). In these organizations everybody is habituated to create, to acquire and to transfer knowledge, and also in changing the behavior to reflect the new understandings (Garvin, 1993).

In the learning process there are approaches  that privilege the reaction and another that privilege the action. When the reaction is privileged we have the adapted learning that happens by means of the single loop learning, which consists of reaction to a feedback, as in the an automatic controller's of temperature case. If a fast-food chain, for example, is facing a crisis with fall in the sales, the adaptative approach answers with courts in the costs, promotions and war of prices, as they illustrate Kolb, Rubin., Osland, (1995). Here it happens a "learning for assimilation " (Geus, 1998), improving what just exists already.

Innovative postures demand deep reflections on the mental models, with structural changes in faiths and attitudes. This is the generative learning or for accommodation (Geus, 1998) that happens through the double loop learning, where the people question the presuppositions that are underlying to its theories. The continuous experimentation and feedback, according to Kolb, Rubin., Osland, (1995), they generate a creative answer. For the fast-food it could have a new theory: " customer value food ", service and appearance of the restaurant, with emphasis in the team, responsibility and service to the customer.

4.2. A deep posture change

In the future there won't be place for the company that not to learn to be citizen, participating responsibly of the context, and not just as someone disentailed of the system, looking for forms of subduing its members. Today the knowledge is extensively available in real time, "the capacity to learn faster and better than the competition becomes the only source of sustaintable competitive advantage” (Senge, 1994).

The executives of operations need to look for a change of its mental models (Miotto, 2001). To look for longevity instead of immediate profits, it demands more generative and by accomodation learning. To rethink the decisive process with relationship to the design in operations, it goes by a "relearnng" with regard to the impacts of its several elements on the stakeholders. They are necessary deep changes, capable to revolutionize the theories and the organizations practices.

5. Final considerations 

The world will never be the same after Internet. The flow of information, the coordination and control of operations possibilities, the increase of the interactions of the companies, through the business to consumer - B2C, and of the business to business - B2B, they became enhanced strongly starting from the beginning of last decade (McAfee, 2001). The author affirms that the B2B will reach close figures of US$2,7 trillion in 2004 in the USA, that we are in the initial stages of a great change scale, at least comparable to the introduction of the techniques manufacture Japanese there are about 20 years ago.

Potentially, production and operations continues to be a powerful competitive weapon. In a globalized world, the companies need to gather wholy its forces to establish its strategies, notedly the competences located in the production area, where the companies in general commit most of its assetses. As we approached in the case of IKEA, the area of operations can contribute strongly to improve the quality and productivity, giving products and superior services to more competitive prices.

Besides the search of the quality and productivity, the area of operations definitively should be assuming its role of the point of view of the social responsibility. The decisions of design of the productive system, contemplating the product design, supply chain, layout, process technology, and job design, have a range of variables that cause impact directly on business ethics. A lot of organizations already woke up for this fact and have been demonstrating this with effective actions, as we can illustrate below (Gaither and Frazier, 2001): 

	Company
	Manufacturing change
	Benefít

	At&T
	Cleaning process of the plate of circuits


	Eliminated the use of chemical products distroying the layer of ozone, it reduced the costs of cleaning in US$ 3 million a year. 

	W.R. Grace
	Reformulated solvents and changed the process in the sealing operation and barrier.

Reformulou solventes e mudou o processo na operação de selagem e vedação. 
	It reduced the toxicant garbage in 50%  



	Union Carbide
	Developed a system that substitutes the solvents for carbon dioxide as middle to spray ink
	Reduced volatile organic emissions in 72%


Fig. 2. Improving the production methods (Gaither and Frazier, 2001)  

The posture change becomes now more critical, to the measure in that the companies become much more demanded with relationship to “its theories" and with relationship to “its practices ". To learn to work in a more competent way with the social responsibility, involving ethical, legal, economic, and philanthropic aspects, brings advantages and it turns viable organization the medium and long terms as they have been observing several studious, besides Fraedrich and Ferrel, (2000). The administration of operations has, for its action width as it was already seen, great possibilities to contribute in this direction, benefitting greatly to all stakeholders.

This learning should go by the extensive and multilateral dialogue, involving wholy the interested parts. This continuous conversation can make possible the liberation of the thought models with economic dominance. The alteration of these mental structures still depends on the continuous questioning of the effective presuppositions in many executives' mentalities and enterprising. To create, to acquire, to store and to transfer new knowledge, reflecting on new postures and attitudes are presupposed-key, in this taskwork.

It is necessary to contemplate "out of the box", with new respect patterns to people and atmosphere. The world community will be paining strongly, the ones  who do not join these new demands, but will also reward with gratitude, those that follow the  way to ethics and social responsibility in its operations, because of this depend the survival and prosperity of the whole planet.
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