Peter Adario

35-year-old Peter Adario, headed the marketing department of Sayer MicroWorld, a distributor of computer products.  Married and with three children, he had spent most of his career as a successful salesman and branch manager.  Three senior managers reporting to Adario supervised the other 50 people in the marketing department. Adario reported to one of four vice presidents at corporate headquarters.  

Adario’s dilemma arose from a conflict between Lisa Walters, one of the three senior managers who reported to him, and Kathryn McNeil, who worked for Lisa Walters.  Walters wanted the company to fire McNeil.  

37 year old Mc Neil had worked for Sayer for only four months.  McNeil was responsible for Sayer’s purchases of personal computers from IBM.  She had worked earlier as a marketing executive at IBM for eight years. Thus, she seemed well suited for the job at Sayer. She and her two assistants handled $40 million of products each month.   

Walters, a single woman in her late twenties had handled the IBM account during the two years before McNeil was hired. Walters excelled at the job, consistently meeting deadlines and demonstrating initiative in promoting her product line.  She worked longer hours than most of her colleagues. Her  serious, down-to-business personality  often impressed and, sometimes irritated Adario. Nevertheless, he respected Walters’s high professional standards and knew he could count on her, no matter how demanding the circumstances.  Two years earlier, when one of the senior manager positions opened up, Adario  living upto the best standards of  meritocracy immediately recommended Walters for the post.  Her work since then had been excellent.

McNeil’s profile was a complete contrast to that of Walters.  McNeil was a devoted mother with full custody of her six-year-old and no child support or other assistance from her ex-husband. McNeil was  facing a major challenge juggling responsibilities at home and at  work. 

Adario believed that the conflict between Walters and McNeil had aggravated due to the nature of the business. Computer retailing was a low-margin, highly competitive business. At the same time, Sayer had recently merged with a competitor and was paying down the debt that financed the deal.  So employees worked hard and 10 – to 12- hour days had become common. Most of the employees being in their twenties and unmarried, the long hours hadn’t raised work-family issues.

Adario had not paid much attention to Walters’s concerns until the morning he found a had written note from her on top of his pile of unfinished paperwork.  It was her second note in as many weeks.  Both complained about McNeil’s hours, and both mentioned replacing her.  
Adario hesitated because he was pulled in two different directions. On one hand, McNeil though sincere, was not pulling her weight.  Everyone else was working longer hours.  Moreover, no letup was in sight – because of the merger, the debt load, and the nature of the computer retailing business.  McNeil’s work was clearly behind schedule. Her relationship with Walters had deteriorated badly.  So Adario  was inclined to find a replacement for McNeil and then let her go.

At the same time, Adario was uncomfortable about this approach.  On several occasions, Sayer’s top management had emphasised the head to create a “family-friendly” workplace, and a head quarters task force was studying ways to do this.  Adario viewed the situation as an opportunity to walk the talk.

Adario’s professional conviction that work life balance was important, was reinforced by his personal experiences.  He was not spending enough time with his own family.  And his wife had given up her job as an accountant when their second child was born after struggling with inflexible work schedules at two different employers.  Above all, Adario thought it was simply wrong to fire someone, especially a dedicated single parent, who was working very hard at her job.

Adario wondered what he must do.
� Drawn from “Defining Moments,” by Joseph L Badaracco Jr., HBS Press, 1997.





