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Laia Bertran (A)
Is It the Right Time to Give the News?

It was Friday, December 8, 2006. Like every Friday, Laia Bertran Rabassa was returning from
Brussels to Paris on the 18:15 Thalys train when she got a call from a Spanish number that
wasn’t recognized by her cell phone.

The Thalys, a TGV (high-speed train) that’s used a lot by professionals working for Arcelor,
allows passengers to travel between Gare du Nord in Paris and Gare du Midi in Brussels in just
an hour and forty minutes.

Laia and Her Husband Start Their Careers

Laia, an industrial engineer, was working in the global purchasing department of Alstom, a
French train maker with an industrial site near Barcelona. It was her first job after graduating
from the School of Engineers with a brilliant academic record and completing an Erasmus period
at the Ecole Polytéchnique Fédérale de Lausanne in Switzerland. Laia had been working for
Alstom since September 2000 and thought she could make a career at the company.

Her future husband, Jordi, also an industrial engineer, had started working for Andersen
Consulting (which a few weeks later would change its name to Accenture) and was involved in
a project known as Piscis. The client firm was Barcelonesa de Metales (Bamesa), a company that
operates steel service centers.! When the project was in the maintenance phase, Accenture came
to an arrangement with Bamesa. They agreed that of all the team members involved in the Piscis

1 Steel service centers usually work primarily for the automotive industry. They provide just-in-time service, mainly to Tier 1
subcontractors of automobile manufacturers, which are essentially metal stampers. A steel service center must have the necessary
raw material of the right type (in terms of both grade and thickness) in stock at the right time so that it can serve its customers
immediately after carrying out a simple industrial operation: cutting to measure. The challenging aspect of the business is that
raw material, purchased in coil form, requires an order-to-delivery lead time of 15 to 20 weeks, whereas customers demand
delivery within one week of placing an order.

This case was prepared by Jordi Brossa, EMBA 2009, under the supervision of Professors Nuria Chinchilla and Maruja
Moragas, as the basis for class discussion rather than to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of an
administrative situation. June 2009. Revised by Professor Mireia Las Heras in July 2016.
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project, only Jordi and a colleague of his would stay on for a year. Over time, what had been an
exciting project for Jordi was becoming an “end of project” that held little interest for him.
In early August 2002, he told one of Bamesa’s general managers that if they couldn’t offer him a
more interesting role within the company, he’d look for another job. This was the answer he got:

“Jordi, it’s August now and I don’t think you should rush things. Give me some time and
you'll see how things can change. I suggest we talk again at the end of September. At that
point, I'll probably be able to offer you a project that you’ll find more interesting.”

Both Laia and Jordi were very ambitious and determined to get ahead. After going out together
for almost seven years, they were also eager to get married and start a family. Jordi asked Laia
to marry him and they quickly set a date. Both of them liked to make decisions without
humming and hawing. They would tie the knot on May 9, 2003, which meant they had about
10 months to plan their wedding.

The Job Offer From Bamesa

At the end of September, Bamesa’s director of organization and information systems called
Jordi into his office to talk about a possible job abroad, but he didn’t offer more details. All he
told him was that it would be a position of responsibility and that the general management
team had thought of him for the role. If he was interested, he’d have to have an interview with
the Group CEO. They expected him to give an answer the next day so they’d know whether
they had to start looking for external candidates.

In the evening, Jordi and Laia talked about the proposal at her place and decided to go for it,
even though they didn’t have much information. They still didn’t know what the position was,
what country he would be based in, or what the terms of the offer would be, but they couldn’t
let the chance of an attractive job offer slip away. They didn’t know exactly how all this might
affect their wedding plans or Laia’s job, but thought they had nothing to lose by giving it a
shot—after all, they were just 26.

The next day, Jordi told the director of organization and information systems that he wanted
to move forward and find out more about the offer. The director told him they’d set up an
interview with the CEO as soon as possible.

A few days later, Jordi got a call from the CEQ’s secretary to settle an interview for the next
day. He arrived for the interview feeling a bit nervous, having agreed to consider what he had
a hunch would be a good proposal without really knowing what it was all about. The tone of
the interview was very cordial and there was a good rapport between Jordi and the CEO. They
were offering him a position as the head of an SAP implementation at a new service center
near Paris for which they were currently finalizing the purchase agreement. The project would
run for six months, after which he would stay for a few years as the service center’s director
of operations to implant the group’s business culture.

Jordi couldn’t believe it! His mind was racing. A job abroad. And in Paris! What’s more, since
Laia was working for Alstom, a French company headquartered in Paris! He was sure she’d be
able to request a transfer and start a new stage in her fast-moving career.
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The couple decided to take the weekend to think it over, but they had to decide quickly. The plan
was to finalize the legal aspects of the purchase soon and land in Paris on January 1, 2003.

“How stressful!” said Laia. “And with the wedding to deal with too. How will we manage?
Well, I guess we’'ve made it through tougher situations! Take the job, but when you negotiate
with them, at least make sure you can come home every weekend till we get married in May
and I come to live with you in Paris.”

Jordi notified Accenture of his decision to leave the firm and take up a position with its client.
He then negotiated a good expat package with Bamesa and talked to them about the issue of
traveling home on weekends. His decision was accepted without any problems.

The Move to Paris

In January 2003, Jordi made the move to Paris. There would be a total of three expatriate
employees: the manager, the financial controller and Jordi, the head of operations. The
company had been acquired by the global steel giant Arcelor.2 The settling-in process wasn'’t
easy. The first thing Bamesa did was adapt the new service center to the group’s standards in
terms of both processes and human resources. They had to carry out a restructuring that proved
quite traumatic.

At the same time, Laia started making moves inside Alstom to try and get a transfer to Paris
after the wedding. In 2003, Alstom lost several major high-speed tenders and the company’s
financial situation had put transfers on hold. The purchasing structure had also changed
dramatically. It was starting to look like getting a transfer to Paris wouldn’t be easy.

Jordi came home every Friday on the 19:40 plane to spend the weekend at his parents’ home,
see Laia, and work on the plans for their wedding, which was scheduled for May 9. Every
Monday morning, he caught the 7:15 plane back to Paris.

The wedding date was approaching and Laia still hadn’t managed to get a position in Paris. It
was looking like Alstom wasn’t an option, so they decided to seek other alternatives. Online
and through other sources, Laia started searching for contacts with French suppliers. Her boss
at Alstom knew she was going to leave the company after the wedding because that was the
decision the couple had reached.

Jordi also started helping Laia with her job search and turned to the CEO of Bamesa Group,
who asked for a copy of her résumé and promised, without making any guarantees, that he’d
send it to his contacts in Arcelor.

The email from Bamesa’s CEO was forwarded from person to person within the company.
Eventually it landed in the inbox of the head of Arcelor Purchasing, a new legal entity within
Arcelor Group that integrated the purchasing platforms of Aceralia, Usinor and Arbed. It was
a case of the right person in the right place at the right time. Laia’s proficiency in English,
French and Spanish, the time she’d spent in Lausanne, and her international experience in the
global purchasing department of a French giant in the industry made her an ideal candidate.

2 Arcelor was created by the merger of three major European steel producers: Aceralia (Spain), Usinor (France) and Arbed
(Belgium-Luxembourg).
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