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The purpose behind this paper is to help briefly define how we see the labor market historically, currently and to anticipate its future needs. To do this, we will borrow a chapter from the great American pastime as an analogy for our purpose.  In 1974, Jim “Catfish” Hunter challenged that the Oakland Athletics hadn’t honored his contract in full.  The court agreed, and released “Catfish” Hunter from the contract making him baseball’s first free agent.  The breach of contract in the professional baseball labor market led to the formulation of an entirely new labor force that strengthened the product of baseball, and led to its most profitable era.  We see parallels occurring in the ranks of the modern industrial labor force and the transfer to a free agent market place seen in professional sports. 
The professional worker in industrial America ranks security as their top priority, and has always sought lifetime employment to satisfy this need.  The countervailing goal in management is to secure the lowest fixed cost for quality labor.  Industrial expansion post World War II required large amounts of workers, who remained gainfully employed by companies through to retirement in exchange for loyalty and labor.  The massive expansion of the US manufacturing base to fill the gap left by the destruction of the European and Asian industrial sectors led to strong competition for top professionals/executives.  Companies that had routinely touted their capability to fulfill lifetime employment now offered pension plans, health benefits and tuition reimbursement programs to add additional value in their bids to secure these high performing professionals/executives. Nowhere was this more pronounced than in the professional cadres of the vehicle industry.  

What is a professional?  We define a professional as an employee who functions within a defined system of ethics with relation to their occupation.  An extension of that definition would be that a professional makes decisions that adhere to that ethical code without abdicating responsibility for their actions to their superiors.  
An implicit understanding that hard work and loyalty would be rewarded with lifetime employment and benefits was cemented as sustained growth allowed these companies to retain their professional staff indefinitely.  The arc of US expansion reached its apex and began its downward descent as markets in industrialized nations reached ceiling capacity and global competition began to reclaim marketshare.  This left the infrastructure of our companies too large for the demands of the market. The decline exposed the complacency, entrenched bureaucratic arrogance and stubborn adherence to bad habits that had accompanied the unobstructed rise of US manufacturing.  The continuation of US companies to offer defined benefits programs became unsustainable due to market pressures.  Never officially abandoned, employers have been transitioning their professional/executive staffs to this new employment model depending on turnover to help complete this process.  

An attempt to mirror global competition by transforming the horizontally integrated supply base to a tiered supply base was poorly planned and executed.  Many of the newly independent suppliers began merging at a rapid pace to secure their foothold in the market through increased volume, regardless of the overall business implications.  Each time these companies merged, redundancies in personnel led to extensive layoffs in the professional/executive ranks.  
The breaking point in the “employment contract” happened in the mid to late 80’s when, for the first time GM laid off workers from their professional/executive staff.  Two important results came from this: a reduction in cost of labor (with accompanying loss of organizational and technical knowledge) and the chosen system of ethics governing interactions between employee and employer was now defunct.  The security of working for the manufacturing flagship of the US economy was no longer sacrosanct. 

Employers adopted layoffs as a proven methodology of cost reduction over the next two decades. Lean management styles have successfully reduced waste in head count and materials, but our approach to the actual work has not changed.  Companies continue to hire in the same way, and expect the same work to be done with fewer personnel.  We have now reached the point where continued layoffs will negatively affect a company’s ability to function. 
Our firm has spoken directly with hundreds of executives over this time period.  The consensus reached is that companies in perpetual layoff mode create an environment where job preservation comes before professional obligation.  Professionals/executives are currently estimating job changes occurring every four to five years.  The extension of what little job security they have left has taken precedence over professional obligation.  Anecdotes about conflicts during a launch process exemplify how these negative affects manifest themselves. Possible concerns over technical issues with a product can complicate meeting scheduled targets and souring customer relations.  These professionals/executives have demonstrated little interest in raising their profile by delaying a launch, rationalizing that it would only draw unwanted negative attention in the short term while problems with the product won’t surface until after they have moved on to their next position.  Thus, we have seen quality issues accumulate despite having access to the technical knowledge.  The decline in quality led to a tarnished reputation costing companies additional marketshare to foreign competitors.  


How do we correct this downward trend?  Our answer brings us back to Jim “Catfish” Hunter.  Free agency allowed Hunter to sign with any team that needed his particular set of skills.  His agreement to pitch professionally with the New York Yankees led to a revolution in the labor force of major league baseball.  Each player has become an autonomous entity, offering his services in a professional and ethical manner (usually) to an employer for a defined contract.  We believe this is where our labor force is heading.  


Consultants have become part of our job-scape for better or worse. Often, they are brought in to industries that are similar but not directly related to their backgrounds.  To keep with the baseball analogy, you bring in a third baseman to play first.  He can do it, but it’s not going to be pretty.  Consultants are beneficial because they do not add to head count, and thus eliminate legacy costs while offering access to experiential knowledge that maintains the core competency of an organization.  What we are proposing is simple: we have collected senior professionals/executives from many fields that have retired or taken buyouts and turned them into free agents.  They are independently incorporated and will work on an interim basis with a high level of professional ethics.  GTA provides a forum where employers can address their business needs by staffing a project with thoroughly screened professionals that have direct industry knowledge, while avoiding increased head count.  This helps client companies control both their short and long term obligations by avoiding costs like relocation, pensions and health benefits while also providing the flexibility to adjust to fluctuations in the marketplace.  

The first benefit is mentioned above, legacy costs.  For example, an average of $1,600 per vehicle sold by GM goes to cover the legacy costs of former employees.  Global competitors do not have that albatross around their necks.  Each of our “free agents” handles his or her retirement planning and healthcare costs.  The use of this service allows management to understand all costs associated with a project in a clear and finite manner, and account for them accordingly  


The second benefit is the access to organizational and technical knowledge.  With the oncoming retirement wave and the massive reduction of the professional ranks in our industry, these knowledge bases have and will continue to suffer significantly.  Time is money, and time is spent reinventing the wheel while we have the original inventor on the sideline.  The next generations of employees have no mentoring which has decreased the organizational and technical knowledge and left junior professionals/executives without a guiding system of ethics.  The confusion stemming from operating outside a common system of ethics has led to disillusionment. Disillusionment has led to unethical behavior and detrimental actions that have negatively affected the manufacturing base.  Our free agent base acts as a bridging strategy between the larger generation of retiring professionals/executives and the smaller generation of mid-level professionals/executives as they progress to more senior roles.  The value of this new system comes from regaining the experiential knowledge that has been lost and the reinstitution of a system of ethics governing the path a professional career will take.  Clearly defined expectations of employment adhered to by both professionals/executives and an employer eliminates confusion, treats both sides with respect and identifies violators quickly.  

Thirdly, senior executives will contribute in a meaningful way to the overall success of a business because they will be able to participate in company decisions without hesitation.  The functioning ethical bond of professionalism ensures that the company’s best interests are protected.  Overall effectiveness of the organization is improved by utilizing the vast experiential knowledge of our “free agents” to amplify the output of their smaller direct staffs.

Additionally, companies will be able to use our service to secure top executives to jumpstart programs or products without alerting competition by being able to discreetly assemble groups without solicitation.  Our clients will also be able to use our talent pool to assist in prioritizing the most profitable projects by developing clear and comprehensive ROI evaluations on a project by project basis, directly affecting the bottom line.  

The technical and organizational professional/executive labor markets of the vehicular industry are only now imitating the fundamental shift their peers in the IT, finance and electronics disciplines have undergone, relying heavily on outside talent in their employment models.  The move from defined benefits programs to 401K based retirement programs has freed professionals/executives to become mobile without being penalized.  

The wave of baby boomers that will begin to retire is already starting to crest and come ashore.  We look to a flexible hybrid of direct/interim employment as the workplace of the future.  GTA’s role is to carefully screen each consultant ensuring high professional standards, and pair them quickly to companies that have a direct need for their knowledge.  The benefit to the professional/executive is an efficient, central location to secure a constant stream of employment.  The progression from a static, direct employment workforce to this new hybrid will allow our clients an industry-wide pool of consultants to draw new ideas from, to have those ideas take hold without competing against political interests and provide the competitive advantage of flexibility to market demands.  Each executive/professional will have a nondisclosure agreement ensuring that both company and individual integrity are preserved.  Free agency propelled baseball forward with a flexible labor force that allowed teams to compete more effectively by bringing in outside talent to address their needs and fully identify labor costs in a finite manner.  A team, pushing for the playoffs, can bring in that veteran pitcher or hitter to help propel them forward without making a significant investment.  Similarly, we look for GTA’s placement forum to be a driving force for success with our client companies.  The restoration of ethical ground rules between employers and their professional/executive staff will reform American industry into a flexible, lean, competitive force in the global marketplace. 
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