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"LAlOflS"
The f i r s t indication that "layoffs" were in the air came
from the supervisory level. As the suporrisors saw transferred em
ployees coming into their groups and learned of the decrease i n
schedules, they realized that in time sons of the short service
operators would have to leave to Make way for the "transfers".
Several supervisors among the group and section chiefs said that
they intended to always keep their "key* operators as they f e l t
that they would always have to have these operators i n order to
maintain tiieir output. As one section chief said, "It's going to
cost the company a lot of money to put transferred employees in
here, and i t seems a shame to lay off these young operators who
have worked so hard for the company and accept in return older em
ployees who may take advantage of the company."
Efficiency and service were the two factors used to de
termine those who were to be laid off during the f i r s t period.
I t was soon observed, however, that this period was more serious
than i t had f i r s t appeared, and as a result "service* became a
deciding factor in selecting the individuals to be laid off, This
meant that the "key" operators in most cases had to leave the com
pany* There were some exceptions including two "lead-off" g i r l s
on the final assembly line and an operator who had offered sugges
tions, approved by the department chief, for improving work on her
conveyor* Almost a l l supervisors expressed the fact that i t seemed
a tragedy to lay off operators who had meant so much to the depart
ment. One group chief said, "I owe ay job to these operators whom
we are laying off.* Several supervisors seemed to be of the opinion
that operators with long service would be harder to break in to new
jobs than the former operators with short service whom they had to
lay off.
The f i r s t plan was to take two operators from each conveyor*
In one Instance when the section chief had failed to turn in the names
of the two from one of his conveyors, the assistant foreman selected
at random the two whom he notified with the result that he had se
lected one of - the leaders as recognized by the operators themselves,
questions such as "Bow are they selecting those to be laid off? They
can't be taking them on service, because just this morning a g i r l was
selected who has more service than the majority on this conveyor.
They can't be taking them because of poor efficiency, beoause that
same operator Is one cf the best that we have. How are they laying
them off?" were asked by the operators. In regard to these problems
the Personnel Counselor talked with the supervisors directing their
attention to the group situation and as to whether they looked upon
"efficiency** in the same way as the operators.
Those operators who were the f i r s t to be notified were
asked by their section chief to report to the office of the subdepartment chief. This was done in the following manner: the section
chief would walk around his conveyors looking for one of the operators
whose name was om the long white sheet of paper which he held in his
hand. As soon as he located the operator he would walk over to the
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- 8 Individual and t e l l Mm or her to sea the sub-department immediately.
He often personally escorted the operator to the sub-department chief* a
desk* At times the group chief seeing the operator leave her job
would assist the operators next to her tin t i l she returned* and at the
same tine would t e l l those regaining that he understood that there
were four more to go from this conveyor, hut he did not know who i t
would he. The operators on the seven to three shift soon observed
that those who were to be notified were told at the close of the shift
between 2:30 and 5:00 o'clock. I t was observed that as 2:30 approached
operators began to drop screws, piece parts, and the materials with
which they were working* They said that they were afraid to look up
and yet they had an i r r e s i s t i b l e Impulse to watch the section chief
as "He made his rounds". As. one supervisor said, I noticed that
the defects Increased tremendously. One operator who had had very
few defects during the entire time of her work with the Western
Slectric had thirty defects within fifteen minutes after she had
been notified of her layoff.
W

As the number to be laid off Increased, i t because neces
sary for the section chief to relieve the sub-department chief of
the duty of notifying the employees. The section chief began this
by having the group chief assume his former duty and telling the operators
to report to the section chief's desk, This practice was followed for
a short time, but the operators seemed to be in such a state of sus
pense that i t was deemed advisable to notify the operators who were
to be laid off at the same time telling them that they were being
told informally, but that they were to go to the section chief's desk,
and he would talk with them about i t . This eliminated the uncertainty
for the time being, and the tension was relieved so that the operators
laughed and talked and merely wondered in what order they would be
going up to the desk, so that the last person to go would laugh and
say, "Well, l a s t but not least". Sty this time no one was escorted
to the office, but the operators after being told to go to the office
would get up, leaving their aprons on and walk very rapidly over to
the designated desk. The operators began to object to having to go
over to the o f f i c e , and seemed to f e e l that there was but one thing
to say and why not say that at their conveyors* So the opportunity
was given the operators to take their choice by asking them, *Do
you want to take i t sitting down, standing up, or going over to the
office?" I n most instances the operators preferred to remain at
their jobs* L i t t l e needed to be said as the operators seemed to
understand the situation and recognised that l i t t l e could be done*
most section chiefs said that they hated to walk around
their conveyors as i t meant that the operators a l l turned their eyes
in their direction and were seemingly wondering i f they were the
next to be selected* Six supervisors expressed the thought that
they wished that they knew more about their g i r l s igAludlng their
backgrounds and history, and said that they wished that they knew
where their g i r l s would go and uhat they would do* Several seemed
to f e e l that i t was setter for a married woman to he l a i d off than
for a single women since a married women would always have a husband
~to support her, and he could go to the W.P.A. for some help, while
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- 5 *a single g i r l would find things different. They added that single
g i r l s liked to hare their good tines and pretty clothes, and that
coupled with the fact that many of them had families dependent on
them for support could mean that they would do most anything. Other
supervisors wondered just what sort of jobs the operators would get
in other factories. Some doubt was expressed in regard to a
"solderer* at the Western Electric being able to secure a job as
"solderer* at any other factory due to the fact that solderers had
such an easy job at the W. £• in comparison to other plaices* for
example, the soldering tips are put on by mechanics and service boys
so that the operators themselves had never had any practice in this
l i n e . The same was true in setting up the machine* Several of the
solderers had had experience in only one l i n e of soldering such as
the hand iron, while others had had experience using only that
soldering iron which was stationary. This idea was also suggested
in regard to the coil winders, many of them being able to wind only
one kind of coil.
Soon after the operators were f i r s t informed that they
were to be laid off, several complained about their jobs. One
operator said that her chair was too near the conveyor and that i t
hurt her knee, another said that her arm got very tired on the job
on which she was working. Both of these operators had been working
on these jobs for at least nine months, and yet this was the f i r s t
time that the supervisors had had any complaints regarding these
occupations. The f i r s t reaction to this was that these were
troublesome operators and that i t took a lay-off to bring this out,
however, as the Personnel Counselor talked with the supervisors
they began to recognize this more as a symptom of layoffs than a
symptom of a troublesome operator.
The supervisors encouraged the operators to go as "far up the line
as possible" i f they wished to do so in order to leave the Western Electric
completely satisfied that they had done a l l in their own power to hold
their jobs. The operators seemed to be glad of the opportunity to do
this, but many said that they knew i f there were anything that could
be done that the supervisors would have done this before they had laid
them off.
many supervisors said that as soon as the company started
to rehire they intended to r e c a l l the operators that they were now
having to lay off and i n order not to forget them, they were keeping
a personal record of eaoh one. Three supervisors rated each operator
and a l l of them said that they tried to give them as good a rating as
possible because they believed that they deserved to be rehired as soon
as the company started to recall the operators.
By the 1st of April the supervisors themselves began to be
preoccupied about their own position in their group* Those super
visors with the shortest service as supervisors seemed to be particu
l a r l y concerned and a l l mentioned that they expected to be the f i r s t
to go to the bench. The section chiefs showed some oemeem as to
where they would be plaeed with the exeeptio* of two who seemed to
be preoccupied as to whether they tmemoelves would he dowagraded.
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As layoffs continued i t was obvious that with, the decrease in the
number of operators there would necessarily ha a decrease in the
number of supervisors and for three weeks the supervisors below the
aub-department chief's level were very much preoccupied about this*
Toward the end of this three week period during which time there
had been a continuous decline in operators, a change was noticed
in the supervisors* emphasis on output. I t was observed on several
occasions that a day w ^ e o j g g M e d i n g the final day for operators t*
that in some instances they became somewhat careless o r negligent
in maintaining a steady output. Often fixtures would be skipped*
This was observed by the supervisors but they seemed to do nothing
about this*

/«•»»«-

When the supervisors were notified as to the changes
which were to take place, those with the short service, both with
the company and those with short service as supervisors, accepted
their demotion with l i t t l e comment* I n a l l eases regarding the
latter they were in the group chief level* There was a different
picture in connection with the section chief as well aa with the
group chief who had several years of service with the company.
They a l l seemed to feel that I t had required a great deal of
effort and time to get to the position which they had held, and
a l l seemed to feel that some of those who were now being downgraded
or demoted would never again get up to the rung in the ladder where
they had just been.
On the group chief level there was more b l - p l a y than in
other groups and i t was also noticed that this "kidding* took place
where there had been an apparently good relationship existing before
the demotion. Those group chiefs who were not demoted were constant
l y reminding the group chiefs in their section who had been demoted
of the fact that, "Tou know I t seems as i f there were someone just
a l i t t l e better than you" or, "When we a l l went up to the big boss,
he said, 'You know you've a l l done a splendid piece of work - you've
a l l been very ambitious and i t has been very d i f f i c u l t to decide just
who should be demoted, and the only way we could do that was by look
ing very carefully at your records and observing what you've done,
and so in those of you whom we have demoted we have been able to
find someone just a l i t t l e bit better than you.'" Those supervisors
who were being demoted would usually reply, "If anyone else comes
up to me and says, 'You know there's just someone a l i t t l e b i t
better than you' I'm r e a l l y going to do something desperate" yet
i t was noticed that this bl-play continued. In one sub -department
the supervisors on the amotion chief's level were asked to rate each
other. A l l of them made a comment to the effect that they hoped
whoever had rated them had liked them, and mentioned that they f e l t
that politics could easily enter into this form of rating*
Those supervisors who were demoted did not immediately
begin work on the bench* They contlaueJLto act as group chiefs or
section chiefs umtll more of the operators were laid off. They
did this by working om the bench or conveyor an hour or two each
day umtll the beginning of Open Bouse when they meted as guides om
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the f i r s t night* As their services in that capacity did not seem to
he needed any longer, they returned to the bench to work f u l l time.
^ Thoee operators who were f i r s t notified that they were to be laid
off, seldom made comment about acute financial conditions at home.
They talked of hating to leave the company because that would mean
being put off of the basketball team while what brought much greater
disturbance was the fact that they mentioned that they had been hired
anywhere from two days to two weeks before other operators who as
yet had not been laid off and they felt that this was unfair to them
as they could see no difference in their efficiency. This attitude
was in January, 1938. By March, 1938 the time element of two days
to two weeks was never mentioned, however, i f there was a difference
of four o r five months i t was discussed. Those operators leaving
in January, February and March, tried so far as they possibly could
to maintain their jobs. In the majority of instances nothing was
done a f t e r the operators had talked with the Personnel Placement
and with their supervisors. By April very few operators were ask
ing to see the Personnel Placement and those operators who had r e 
mained with but nine, ten and eleven months' service were a l l comment
ing, "We were lucky to have stayed this long" or "We are lucky to
s t i l l be here." By the 1st of April comments such as, " I ' l l find a
way" and "It's like the weather - we have to take i t as i t comes*
were often heard.
7

The operators who had between a year and a half's service
and two years were the ones who expressed resentment toward their
being l a i d off. Those operators who had been transferred from
another department explained that they had been brought to the present
department where they were working and had been told that they were
to be given a very good job and were promised "everything". They
seemed to be puzzled because they were among the f i r s t to be laid
off. Some of the operators said that they had never been given an
opportunity to learn how to do different kinds of work. In some
Instances a l l they had ever been taught was to sand wires.
Several
expressed the desire that they could have learned a trade such as
"coil winding '. Other operators who had been transferred to the
department said that they had never been given much opportunity
after their transfer had taken place, and they hoped that when they
would be rehired that they would be able to do more. Others said
that they never would have quit working at the Western Xlectri* yet
they were dissatisfied with the factory jobs which they had and thav
this layoff was going to give them an opportunity to look for some
thing e l s e .
1

By march and April however, the majority of g i r l s who were
leaving a l l remarked about the financial difficulties they ware antici
pating after they l e f t the Western Sleetrie. Several operators had
come to Chicago leaving their families in Wisconsin, Michigan, Minnesota,
Kansas and Hebraska, In order to earn their living and send some money
home. These operators were worried for fear they would be unable to
secure employment and would have to return home where they thought i t
would be impossible to find work. Other operators living in Chicago
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was without work or sick, where there were between six and eleven
children in the family, and where they were the only member of the
household employed. In three instances the father had died two
weeks previous to their layoff. One of these operators TTOS r e 
tained after talking with her sub-department chief. I t was noticed
that eight operators who did talk with their sub-department chiefs
were able to remain for at least two weeks longer, although in a l l
instances they were told not to t e l l the g i r l s with whom they were
working that they had been granted this extended period, so that
those operators who were leaving did not know but what these g i r l s
who had been granted the extended time were also leaving on the
same day.
" I f we only knew that we could come back to the same
place and have the same supervisors and work with the same operators,
we wouldn't mind leaving so much, but we do hate to say 'goodbye*
to everyone and think that maybe when we do come back, things w i l l
be changed* and "I sure do hate to leave. This i s the best job
I ' v e ever had* and I know no other company w i l l be this good" were
some of the comments usually heard from g i r l s with a year to a year
and a h a l f ' s service. Other remarks were, "After a l l the trouble
that I went through to get in here, and then to think my job only
lasted for ten months. I've r e a l l y expected i t t o l a s t longer"
or "I gave up a job that didn* t pay as much as the Western, but
i t would have been more steady. I don't think I ' l l ever come back
here - the work i s too uncertain."
I n talking with operators who were leaving the g i r l s r e 
ferred to parts of the job which had bothered them and which they
had never mentioned before either because they liked their jobs so
w e l l or because they did not l i k e to appear troublesome. On one
preferred job an operator mentioned that she had pains in the back .
of her leg from using a foot pedal. Another mentioned that on a fiOJi
s*£e*y machine her hand often would swell. Hone of these references
to their jobs seemed to be In the form of complaints, but more as
statements about their work.
Approximately thirty-five operators, a l l of them single
g i r l s , said that they believed that married g i r l s should be the f i r s t
g i r l s to go. In every instants the g i r l s making this statement would
say that of course they knew i t was a l l right *br such and such m
married g i r l to work because her husband was unemployed, but they
would add, "There are a good many g i r l s around here whose husbands
have good jobs and are making JggtgP, » week, and those g i r l s should
give up their jobs and leave JlBomeflof us single g i r l s west:." On
questioning the operators to learn i f they had anyone specifically
i n mind whose husband was making #50.00 a week, the answer was a l 
ways, "Oh, I don't know of any one specifically, but I ' v e heard
that there sre a l o t around here. Why I ' v e heard that 9QJ( of the
g i r l s that are working at Western Electric are married. The Union
ought t o do something about that, too. A married g i r l can always
get along, but i t ' s pretty tough for a single g i r l . You know as
>
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in order to get along."
Those girls who were being laid off, in discussing possible
work that they might find mentioned that they did not know whether
they would giva Western Electric as a reference or not, since so many
companies knew that once Western Electric recalled them they would
leave the company where they were then working and go to Western
Electric immediately. Others said that although they had formerly
done housework, after working at Western Sleetrie they didn't feel
that they wanted to do i t again as i t did not begin to pay enough.
Those operators who were very desirous of securing a job which would
at least take care of their room and board so that they could remain
in Chicago and perhaps could earn a l i t t l e spending money, said that
they would be glad to take housework until the time when they could be
recalled to Western Electric. Several g i r l s commented that their
families said that a rest would do them good and that they could
wait at home a while until work picked up at the Western.
On the day that an operator left i f the employee were on
the eight to four-forty^ive shift, he or she stopped working at
three o'clock in the afternoon. I f on the seven to three shift
they stopped working at about two-thirty and those on the three to
eleven shift were excused from their work between three-thirty and
five. Those operators on the day shift were a l l very much aware of
this procedure and it as they watched the clock the appointed time
for them to stop working was approaching and their supervisor had
not as yet told them they could leave, they became somewhat alarmed
and would say to each other and to the Personnel Counselor, "Oh, I
wish they would let me leave my conveyor. Tou see I have so many
friends that I have to say "goodbye" to that i f they don't let me
leave very soon I won't have a chance. I wish my supervisor would
bring my pass over here."
Other statements in regard to "Several
ot my g i r l friends who have been l a i d off before me are going to
be waiting for me outside the gate, so i f I don't get my pass right
away they'll wonder what has happened to me." When the operators
were finally given their passes they would often go to their locker
room f i r s t before seeing their friends and would put on their hats
and coats and then come back to say "goodbye". Their friends i n 
cluded operators on their conveyor - operators on other conveyors
with whom they had formerly worked or whose friendships they had
formed while working at the Western Sleetrie and a l l supervisors
in the sub-department where they were working as well as any super
visors which they had had formerly and who were now in other subdepartments or supervisors whose acquaintanceship they had mado
while they had bean employed at the Western. Their friends included
both thfr g i r l s in the department as well as the supply boys, i n 
spectors, mechanics, engineers, and anyone whom they had had
contacts with while working. The same relationships were often
observed a week prior to the actual leaving date of the employee,
the date on which the employee was notified of the layoff* Several
of the g i r l s , not only those who were being laid off, but those who
ware friends or the individual who was laid off would start to cry.
One operator tried to stop this by saying, "Stop crying. I f we a l l
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- a get started like this our output i s going to go way down* We can't
have that just because of some cry babies," The same operators ex
changed pictures, following the layoff i t was interesting to observe
that many of the friendships which had been formed while working at
the Western Electric continued. Many girls double-dated, several
met at dances, arranging to do this before they left the company,
while others frequently called each other on the telephone during
the week or mat at each other* a homes for luncheons, dinners or
parties,. In seme instances where operators were laid off in Novem
ber and others in the same group were laid off from time to time
until in A p r i l , a l l but one had been laid off, i t was observed
that these fourteen g i r l s were s t i l l meeting at irregular inter
vals in order to maintain their relationship.
Three operators
commented that their friends who had been laid off for three and
four weeks, s t i l l were thinking a great deal about their job and a l l
of these three g i r l s mentioned that they never at any time dared to
speak the word "Western Electric" for fear their friends would start
to cry because they were no longer a part of i t .
Fxcm the beginning of the layoff period up to the present
time (May £) th* following comment has been heard time and time
again, "Ife do feel so sorry for the supervisors when they have to
lay u* off. That's my idea of just about the worst job that anyone
can have. I t must be awfully hard for them to have to t e l l so many
people that they re going to be laid off." Others have said, "I
suppose i t ' s because we've turned out so much work that they've now
learned that they don't need the large output that we've been giving
them/^TTet were we to stay I suppose we'd go right ahead and turn
out just as much work as we always have." S t i l l ether employees were
heard to remark, "I f e l t pretty bad when X f i r s t knew 1 was going to
be laid off, but when I realized that so many others were going I f e l t
so much setter because then I knew i t wasn't due to inefficiency."
And s t i l l another operator who was observed working unusually fast
on her next to the last day of work at the Western, explained this by
saying, "I'm working extra hard today so that I can put out enough
piece parts to take care of tomorrow because you know X w i l l probably
lose out about an hour and a half when I have to go over to the
Employment Office,and i t might make i t pretty hard for my supervisor
to have a shortage of parts."
f

The Machine Sectlonffoperators who were employed on the weld
ing machines and the punch presses did not expect to be laid off, as
they considered their job to be of a higher level than those on the
assembly line so that when they were notified they seemed to have a
d i f f i c u l t time in comprehending the fact that they had been l a i d off.
There were just six operators in this group and a l l were notified at
the same time and a l l l e f t on the same day with one exception - an
operator who had seen her sub-department head, and was granted an
extended time limit. After the f i r s t day they seemed to accept i t ,
however, with l i t t l e comment.
The Coll Winding Group seemed to be l i t t l e disturbed by
the layoff, with the exception of frequently repeating, "We hate to
see the layoff time come around hoc ansa i t ' s pretty hard on these kid i
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one knows that joss are very herd to get." These were the f i r s t
oowents hoard from the Coii Winding Group and they continued r e 
marking shout how "The l i t t l e g i r l s on the conveyors looked drawn
and not so peppy. They used to dress up so cute, hut now they don't
seem to care ao much" and to the Personnel Counselor they would say,
"You don't need to stop by and see us so often now. Just see the
youngsters - those poor kids, we sure hate to see them laying them
off." These were expressions coming from coil winders with over
five years' serv3.ee. Those with shorter service wondered how f a r
the layoffs would go. One said that they had heard that no coil
winders were to be laid off, but that they would be placed on
bench work. However by April 1 when the winders had been in the process of
rotating from winding work to eyeletting machine work, they began to
notice that the work was slackening, four of them taken off of wind
ing and nut, on odd Jobs were told to take their timwjgifcdoing these
jobs. A*Fthe operators were "loafing" as they s i ^ W
they began
talking about layoffs and seemed to be preoccupied about their own
position. The longer servioe winders were also saying, "When you
see a i l these people being laid off, and some of them now^ winders
with short service, i t makes you wonder how far the layoffs w i l l
go, and i t makes you feel sort of worried. You know the l a s t de
pression went up to eighteen years. We know that the Western
Electric w i l l take care of us i f they can, but bow? They may have
to let some of us go." The Winding Group started to work on a four
day week. This met with approval by the group as the supervisors
also were a part of the four day week, and because they f e l t i t
would prolong their work, and therefore hold back the layoff in
their group. Several conveyor operators believed that had they
been given an opportunity to wind coils that they would not have
been laid off as soon. Due to the layoff of operators on the
conveyors and the deerease in schedules, i t was necessary to take
some of the winders off of their machines. The f i r s t winders to
be taken off were placed on eyeletting end riveting machines and
by the time the operators were thus employed that bench was known
as the "Coll Winders' Bevuc*. As long as the winders remained on
this bench there were no complaints about their having been taken
o f f of winding, however, when they found i t necessary to take
them off of these jobs and put them on conveyors there were many
expressions about wanting to go back on winding or on the riveting
machine. When three of the two year service coil winders were
notified that they were to be laid off i t was noticed that the
preoccupation among the coil winding groups as a whole became more
noticeable, and operators on conveyors also expressed their surprise
that coll winders should have been l a i d off. In the Coll Winding
Group boxes of candy continued to appear on birthdays, and In one
of the two groups gifts from a l l winders in the group continued to
be given when occasions warranted i t .
$

Many of the inspectors had less than a year's service
so that they did not seem to be disturbed at being notified that
they were to leave. However, when inspectors with fourteen and
fifteen months' service were laid off before some operators with
mime months' servioe, there was considerable agitation among those

U N I V E R S I T Y

O P

W I S C O N S I N

-

M I L W A U K E E

- 10 groups. The inspectors insisted on seeing the Personnel Placement
when there we* a" discrepancy' of four and five months. They were told
that it was because they were not as versatile as inspectors with
shorter service. This explanation did not seem to satisfy them as
they had traded jobs with each other at a l l times while they were
inspecting. Other inspectors seeing that the attempts which those
inspectors v?ho were being laid off made, wars turning out to be futile
as the layoff in the Inspection Group increased - very few were asking
to see the Personnel Placement. In some instances the Personnel
Placement was stopping to see inspectors who wore being laid off
and asking them why they did not ask to speak to them. The Inspection
Group up to five years* service were a l l laid off. The inspectors
themselves could not understand this, saying that they had always
4

had been inspecting the operators' work they should know that better
than anyone e l s e , and that they didn't see why they, with four and
four and a half years' service should have to leave before operators
with just one and a half and two years* service. However when one
inspector was given an opportunity to transfer to the Operating Branch
she was told that when she would be rehired she would be employed as
an operator since she would leave the company as an operator. To
this the inspector replied, that she did not wish to be transferred
added, "I am leaving as a pee^wTbut as an inspector, and not an
operator."
The supervisors in the Inspection were also preoccupied
about their future and the section chief was heard on two different
occasions while talking with the sub-department head and the Operat
ing Department, to say in a joking manner, "I'd better be good to
you. You may be my boss in two weeks." The same section chief
seemed to be worried over where he would place a l l of his super
visors, but seemed to recognize that there was nothing that could
be done as far as the inspectors themselves were concerned. I n some
Instances the employees who were designated as inspectors were put
on packing which comes under inspection work. The employees them
selves seemed to resent being packers and complained that i t
strained their arms and caused them to be so tired that they could
hardly sleep at 8 h * « - 4 f the layoff in the Inspection Group pro
ceeded at a greater p » e y the comments from the packers ceased.
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