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CHAPTER1

CONCEPTUALIZING
EMPLOYEE
PARTICIPATION IN

ORGANIZATIONS

ADRIAN WILKINSON
PAUL J. GOLLAN
MICK MARCHINGTON
DAVID LEWIN

INTRODUCTION

THE concept of employee participation is common to many different discipline
areas in the social sciences. In terms of the classic texts on the topic, there are books
which relate participation to politics and question the real form of that involve-
ment (Pateman, 1970), that examine the relationship between participation and
satisfaction (Blumberg, 1968), and that link participation to notions of industrial
citizenship (Clegg, 1960; Webb and Webb, 1902). The pioneering work of the
Tavistock Institute (Heller et al., 1998) or the Swedish experiments in work design
(Berggren, 1993) constitute yet more perspectives on the subject. Despite often
using the same terminology, it is also clear that the meaning and form that
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participation can take varies considerably depending on the discipline. On the one
hand, it could relate to trade union representation through joint consultative
committees and collective bargaining, to worker cooperatives or to legislation
designed to provide channels for employee representatives to engage in some
form of joint decision making with employers. On the other hand, and at a
different level, it could encompass myriad mechanisms that employers introduce
in order to provide information to their staff or to offer them the chance to engage
in joint problem-solving groups or use their skills/discretion at work via job
enrichment programmes.

One of the problems in trying to develop any analysis of participation is that
there is potentially limited overlap between these different disciplinary traditions,
and scholars from diverse traditions may know relatively little of the research that
has been done elsewhere. Accordingly in Part 2 of the book, a number of the more
significant disciplinary areas are analysed in greater depth in order to ensure that
readers gain a better appreciation of what participation means from these quite
different contextual perspectives. To some extent this is reflected in the different
terms used to describe the subject. For example, while the notion of industrial
democracy clearly draws on the traditions of political science, and representative
participation and collective bargaining emerge from the industrial relations and
law literatures, employee involvement and engagement are more likely to have their
roots in human resource management where the focus tends to be on the role of
workers as individuals and their relationships with line managers (Wilkinson and
Fay, 2009). While some of the disciplines are more interested in processes, eco-
nomics tends to look more closely at outcomes and the distribution of resources
that flow from participation.

Not only is there a range of different traditions contributing to the research and
literature on the subject, there is also an extremely diverse set of practices that
congregate under the banner of participation. Part 3 of the book examines the
range of forms that participation can take in practice, and the way in which it meets
objectives that are set for it, either by employers, trade unions, individual workers,
or indeed the state. This requires us to understand the meaning of the terms used in
the literature in order to classify these diverse forms, so as to make sure readers are
not confusing one form with another.

Following Marchington and Wilkinson (2005), participation can be differen-
tiated into: direct communication; upward problem solving; representative par-
ticipation; and financial participation. The first two of these are essentially direct
and individually focused, often operating through face-to-face interactions
between supervisors/first line managers and their staff. Some take the form of
verbal participation, while others are based on written information or suggestions.
The third form is quite different and revolves around the role that employee or trade
union representatives play in discussions between managers and the workforce, via
mechanisms, such as joint consultation, worker directors, or even collective
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bargaining. These particular schemes raise major issues about the distribution of
power and influence within organizations, and in some cases—unlike direct
participation for the most part—is part of the legislative framework of the country
in which the employing organization is located. The final form we consider in the
second part of the book is financial participation, whereby employees have a
monetary stake or benefit from their work, via profit sharing or employee share
ownership. In one sense this is a little different from participation based on
information, consultation, and joint decision making because employees might
be encouraged to participate precisely because there is the expectation that their
work efforts might ultimately be rewarded by additional benefits. Of course these
forms of participation also raise questions about how the financial benefits are
allocated, who makes decisions about their distribution, and what happens if the
organization suffers a loss rather than making a profit.

Although this is sometimes overlooked in studies, participation practices do not
take place in a vacuum without some clearly defined purpose. As the HR manager of
a firm well known for its innovative approach to employee engagement once told
one of the authors, “We are here to manufacture high quality products at a profit not
to practise participation.’ Consequently Part 4 of the book moves on to examine
some of the processes and outcomes associated with participation. A key question is
who gains what from being involved. In most developed countries management are
the key drivers of participation so it is likely they will expect to see some advantage
from investing in what critics might see as an expensive waste of time. Evidence
suggests that senior managers are not likely to persevere with participation if it does
not meet their goals, either in the short or the long term, and that the benefits must
be seen to outweigh the costs for it to survive. Yet, as versions of high commitment
HRM have some form of participation as a centre-piece of their models, it seems to
be accepted that rather than being seen as a zero sum concept where one party’s
gains come at the expense of the other, participation might lead to a larger cake to be
shared among workers and employers. On the other hand, some critics of partici-
pation would argue that it is only a fig leaf behind which the worse excesses of
capitalism can hide. Under this scenario, the real purpose of participation schemes,
especially those aimed at individual workers, is to increase work intensification and
con employees into accepting management ideas that may not necessarily be in their
best interests. This might be supplemented by a drive to engage in non-union forms
of participation as well.

Depending on the societal regime within which participation takes place, the
benefits might be seen in different ways. So, for example, in a liberal market economy
participation is likely to be measured in terms of profit and shareholder value at the
organizational level and in customer service, product quality, and staff retention at the
workplace level. Issues to do with worker commitment, job satisfaction, and align-
ment with organizational goals are often the proxies used to measure the success of
participation but in themselves these may tell us little about the impact of particular
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schemes on bottom-line success. In coordinated market economies, the focus is
more likely to be longer term and more widely defined in terms of a range of
stakeholder interests: government; employers; trade unions; and workers. The time-
scale over which returns are expected is also longer, and the focus—for the most
part—is on peak level institutions and forms of participation that are representative
in nature. In other words, in these situations the expectation is more likely to be of
mutual gains, either at the level of the individual employing organization or more
broadly in terms of citizenship and long-term social cohesion.

This theme is also woven through the final parts of the book. In Part 5, contribu-
tors focus on issues beyond the individual workplace, and on the role that employee
participation plays in societies more generally. We know from the studies that have
been published over time that participation can take diverse forms in different
countries given the role of the state and institutional frameworks in shaping the
environment in which it operates. If legislation is extensive, then participation will be
present—at least in structural terms—in all organizations above a certain size within
that country. It could be argued that this, therefore, provides a safety net and a
structure around which other forms of participation can develop, and in most cases
that has been assumed to happen. However, there is also the possibility that the
presence of formal structures could also hamper the growth, sustainability, and
contribution of more informal participation practices, and it is also likely that at
least some employers might try to find ways around the requirement to involve their
employees. For example, given the growth in subcontracting, employers might seek
to avoid some of their responsibilities by shifting work to other organizations, either
in the same country or even overseas where the same level of regulations do not exist.
This raises major questions about ethics, public policy, and corporate governance,
issues that are explored in chapters later in the book.

Discussion about comparative and societal issues provides a valuable lens
through which to examine the extent to which product and labour markets can
determine the forms that participation takes in practice. In Anglo-Saxon econ-
omies, where the amount of legislation governing participation is limited and
employers have a fair degree of choice in what practices to implement, it is easy
to assume that markets are very important. The financial turmoil that commenced
in 2008—2009 shows how influential they can be. However, in countries where
legislation is more extensive and there is a stronger state commitment to long-term
financial stability, the power of product markets is likely to be constrained and
there is a greater chance that higher-level forms of participation will survive.
Similarly, in developing countries, labour market expectations may shape partici-
pation depending on educational and training opportunities for the population as
a whole or on the way in which cultural traditions promote acceptance of or
challenge to management decisions.

Having introduced the broad ideas behind the book and its overall shape, we can
now turn to examine the forces that shape participation and the ways in which it
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can be defined. In the next section we examine the dynamics of participation in
practice, illustrating how different forms have come to prominence at different
periods in recent history. We also look at how these specific practices might interact
with one another. Following this we review the ways in which participation can be
defined. We believe firmly that the concept of participation needs to be broken
down into its constituent parts so as to allow a sharper analytical edge when
investigating the range of forms that it can take in practice and comparing different
perspectives on the topic. In the final section of this chapter, we introduce briefly
the rest of the book.

THE DYNAMICS OF EMPLOYEE
PARTICIPATION IN CONTEXT

Although much of the research has focused on particular forms of participation, it
is also important to note how these forms vary over time, and how they interact
with each other. It is clear that new forms of employee participation have emerged
during different periods, sometimes replacing and at other times coexisting with
prior forms of participation. The political and economic environment has been a
key influence on the emergence and spread of particular forms of employee
participation, especially in developed economies. During the 1970s, for example,
the idea of power sharing through broad industrial democracy and narrower
representative participation through trade unions took hold. The subsequent
decline in union membership and changes in public policy during the 1980s and
1990s combined to move industrial democracy off the domestic agenda of most
advanced economies. In its place came a more managerially-oriented set of prac-
tices under the banner of employee involvement (EI), where the focus was at
workplace level and the outcomes were more explicitly measured in terms of
what employers might gain from these arrangements (Marchington et al., 1992).
During the late 1990s and early part of this century, however, the potential impact
of the Information and Consultation Directive on industrial democracy in the
United Kingdom led to renewed debate about employee participation in organ-
izations (Gollan and Wilkinson, 2007; Gospel and Willman, 2003).

This British example is by no means an isolated one because the last twenty years
have witnessed growing interest in employee participation, specifically in employee
involvement. Recent El initiatives have been largely management sponsored, there-
fore, and not surprisingly, such initiatives reflect management’s dominant concerns
about employee motivation and commitment to organizational objectives. Given
there has been no legislative framework behind these developments, the take-up of
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El is voluntary and heavily reliant on senior management at each workplace and the
expectations of workers and managers at local level. Although evidence shows that
direct EI has become much more important across Europe (Kessler et al., 2004), this
has been because it fits with the times. Any attempt to legislate would be opposed by
employers, and indeed it is hard to see what its role might be, given that direct
participation and EI rely on flexible arrangements which suit particular workplaces
and competitive pressures. These EI initiatives have focused on direct participation
by small groups of employees in workplace level information sharing and decision
making rather than on employee input into higher-level decision making. For
whatever else can be said about it, such direct employee participation in workplace
level decision making is fundamentally different from earlier notions of industrial
democracy and representative participation (Marchington and Wilkinson, 2005).

A major factor shaping employee participation in private sector organizations is
increasing product market competition. The public sector has also been subjected to
increasing competition, as reflected in numerous deregulation and privatization
actions on the part of governments and in the rise of the idea of the citizen—taxpayer
as a ‘customer’ of the government. In both sectors, increased competition has led to a
barrage of new employee participation initiatives. Shifts in the structure of employ-
ment away from manufacturing toward services have also impacted concepts, forms,
uses, and scope of employee participation as well as the employment relationship,
per se. (Wilkinson et al., 2007). In particular, both private and public sector employers
have substantially increased their use of contracted or outsourced employees. In
these situations, where the employer is ‘elusive’ and there is no simple, traditional
employer—employee relationship, it becomes more difficult to devise and implement
appropriate systems of employee participation (Marchington et al., 2005).

While each of the aforementioned factors is important in shaping the environ-
ment within which direct employee participation operates, it is also necessary to
examine how macro-level factors interact with developments at the organizational
level—where business decisions are made—to influence employee participation.
Notable here is the influence of ‘ideas brokers’—consultants and popular manage-
ment writers—who offer their particular interpretations of the changing global
marketplace and who advocate normative recipes for responding to such change.
To illustrate, organizations are encouraged to be flexible, innovative, and respon-
sive in dealing with newly intensified global competition, rather than seek eco-
nomies of scale through more conventional mass production (Piore and Sabel, 1983).
A related line of reasoning argues that the knowledge economy provides enhanced
impetus for employee involvement in decision making, which is claimed to be a
positive development for employers and employees (Scarborough, 2003). Assessing
such arguments, Poole et al. (2000: 497) observe that ‘increased competition and
concerns about economic performance have made the achievement of “rights-
based” employee participation more remote whilst encouraging the development

35

of EI as a route to better “market performance”’.
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These various arguments and prescriptions appear to have clear implications for
the management of employee participation in organizations. Among these impli-
cations are that hierarchy and compliant rule following are inappropriate for
employees who are expected to work beyond contract and exercise their initiative.
As Walton (1985: 76) put it, managers have now ‘begun to see that workers respond
best—and most creatively—not when they are tightly controlled by management,
placed in narrowly defined jobs, and treated like an unwelcome necessity, but
instead when they are given broader responsibilities, encouraged to contribute,
and helped to take satisfaction from their work’. The contrast here is between a
‘high control’ and a ‘high commitment’ work environment, with employee par-
ticipation constituting a ‘best fit’ with the latter environment (Wright and Gardner,
2003). A high commitment-type work system is intended to improve employee
relations and increase organizational performance through substantive communi-
cation and consultation between management and employees. As part of this
approach, jobs are designed broadly and combine planning with implementation,
individual responsibilities are expected to change as conditions change, and teams
rather than individuals are the organizational unit accountable for performance. In
addition, differences in status are minimized, with control and lateral coordination
based on shared goals and expectations. There is thus an alignment of interests
with expertise, rather than formal position or title, in determining influence and
power. Similarly, US-based ‘best practice’” human resource management (HRM)
research emphasizes the importance of employee participation by drawing on an
array of sophisticated statistical evidence to document systematic links between
high involvement-type HRM and organizational performance (Becker and Huse-
lid, 2009; Huselid, 1995). Comparable findings and conclusions have been reached
by British researchers (Patterson et al., 1998; Wood, 1999).

Several studies have found that many new employee participation initiatives lack
sufficient structure and scope (Gollan, 2007; Gollan and Markey, 2001; Kessler et al.,
2000). This research also concludes that an integrated approach to employee
participation in which such participation is accompanied by related initiatives in
employment security, selective employee hiring, variable compensation, extensive
training, and information sharing with employees is most likely to lead to higher
levels of organizational performance (Dundon and Gollan, 2007; EPOC Research
Group, 1997; Gibbons and Woock, 2007; Guest and Peccei, 1998). In other words, a
‘bundled’ or ‘packaged’ approach to employee participation (and HRM more
broadly) is preferable to narrow, one-dimensional employee participation initia-
tives (Ichniowski et al., 1997; MacDuffie, 1995; Marchington and Wilkinson, 2008;
Wood and De Menezes, 1998).

A wide variety of labels has been attached to these newer employee participation
initiatives: high-performance work design (Buchanan, 1987), lean production
(Womack, et al,, 1990), voice (Lewin, 2005b), high-involvement work systems
(Edwards and Wright, 2001), teamworking (Mueller, 1994), self-managed teams
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(Pfeffer, 1998), and employee engagement (Emmott, 2007). Despite (or perhaps
because of) these labelling differences, there is a notable tendency for employee
participation initiatives to be viewed solely in a positive light and therefore to ignore
the more contested and mundane aspects of such participation. Many would argue
that, rather than leading to autonomy and self-management, employee participation
may lead to work intensification, increased stress levels, and redundancies (Ramsay
etal., 2000). There is also a tendency for employee participation researchers to ignore
industries, firms, and types of work in which low involvement rather than high-
involvement HRM practices predominate (Lewin, 2002, 2005b, 2008).

THE MEANINGS OF EMPLOYEE
PARTICIPATION

Whether labelled employee participation, high-involvement HRM, voice or any
other of the aforementioned descriptors, each of these is a somewhat elastic term
with a considerably wide range of definitions rather than a single uniform defin-
ition (Bar-Haim, 2002; Budd, 2004; Marchington and Wilkinson, 2005; Poole, 1986;
Wilkinson 1998, 2008). Indeed, the definitions may be as broad and all-inclusive as
‘any form of delegation to or consultation with employees, or as narrow as a
‘formal, ongoing structure of direct communications, such as through a team
briefing’ (Gallie et al., 2001: 7). Stated differently, the extant literature has often
treated different forms of participation as if they were synonymous, and there
has not been sufficient distinction between the different forms that employee
participation in decision making can take. As Heller et al. (1998: 15) observe in
this regard:

Definitions of participation abound. Some authors insist that participation must be a group
process, involving groups of employees and their boss; others stress delegation, the process
by which the individual employee is given greater freedom to make decisions on his or her
own. Some restrict the term ‘participation’ to formal institutions, such as works councils;
other definitions embrace ‘informal participation’, the day-to-day relations between super-
visors and subordinates in which subordinates are allowed substantial input into work
decisions. Finally, there are those who stress participation as a process and those who are
concerned with participation as a result.

Consequently, it is difficult to make precise comparisons about employee
participation initiatives and changes over time in such initiatives, which also
means that caution must be exercised in generalizing about employee participa-
tion when different practices (and outcomes) are being compared (Wilkinson
et al., 1997).
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Figure 1.1 The escalator of participation

It is helpful if the terms can be deconstructed according to degree, form, level,
and range of subject matter (Marchington and Wilkinson, 2005). Taking the first of
these, degree indicates the extent to which employees are able to influence
decisions about various aspects of management—whether they are simply
informed of changes, consulted, or actually make decisions. The escalator of
participation (see Figure 1.1) illustrates this; it implies a progression upwards rather
than simply a move from zero participation to workers control. Second, there is the
level at which participation takes place; task, departmental, establishment, or
corporate HQ. Clearly there are likely to be major differences in the nature of
participation at these different levels, and in the type of people who are actually
involved in the process. But it is not a simple matter of correlating degree and level;
it is just as feasible that high-level participation might be little more than an
information passing exercise as that workplace level involvement could lead to
control over decisions about work organization. The range of subject matter is the
third dimension, ranging from the relatively trivial—such as the quality of canteen
food—to more strategic concerns relating, for example, to investment strategies.
Fourth, there is the form that participation takes. Indirect participation is where
employees are involved through their representatives, usually elected from the
wider group. Financial participation relates to schemes, such as profit sharing or
gain sharing, whereby employees participate directly in the commercial success or
failure of the organization, usually linking a proportion of financial reward to
corporate or establishment performance. Face-to-face or written communications
between managers and subordinates that involves individuals rather than repre-
sentatives is often referred to as ‘on-line’ participation (Appelbaum and Batt, 1995),
where workers make decisions as part of their daily job responsibilities as distinct
from ‘off-line’ participation where workers make suggestions through a formal
scheme.

From our perspective, employee participation encompasses the range of mech-
anisms used to involve the workforce in decisions at all levels of the organization,
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whether undertaken directly with employees or indirectly through their represen-
tatives. Information and consultation are two main components of this process.
Information in this context means the provision of data about the business—
regarding workplace issues or more strategic matters—to employees or their
representatives, which allows employees to participate in dialogue with employers.
Consultation in this context means the exchange of views between employers and
employees or their representatives but which stops short of formal bargaining, so
that final responsibility for decision making remains with management. Although
less likely to be researched than formal forms of employee participation, it is
important not to forget that informal participation—between first line managers
and their staff, and within teams—is vitally important to provide some of the glue
that holds together more formal practices and helps to make them work (March-
ington and Suter, 2008).

A key theme that has emerged from organizational behaviour-based research on
employee participation is the importance of such initiatives to achieving successful
organizational change. Particular attention is given to creating and developing an
organizational culture that provides a foundation for successful organizational
change—foundation building that may require a considerable investment of man-
agement time and resources (O’Reilly, 2008). Where there is a lack of formal
participative (or representative) structures, such as in the growing non-unionized
sector, stronger emphasis is placed on management’s ability to implement change
processes. Research also shows that many organizations do not involve employees
in organizational change initiatives until the later stages of change, that is, after
management has designed an organizational change initiative and determined how
it will be implemented (Gollan, 2007; Millward et al., 2000; Terry, 1999; Tushman
and O’Reilly, 1996).

Several studies have also identified managerial attitudes as key to the existence
of highly-developed employee participation practices (Fenton-O’Creevey et al.,
1998; Kessler et al., 2000; Millward et al., 2000; Wilkinson et al., 2004; Wood and
Albanese, 1995; Wood and De Menezes, 1998). They suggest that underpinning
such practices is a relationship based on a high level of trust between management
and employees. In such circumstances, management assumes that employees can
be trusted to make important workplace decisions that will result in positive
outcomes (e.g., increased productivity), and employees assume that management
can be trusted to share with employees the rewards emanating from those out-
comes (e.g., a gain sharing payment)—in other words, mutual gains (Lewin,
2008). In order to make more substantive workplace decisions and to enhance
the likelihood that trust-based employee participation initiatives will work well,
employees must be given the opportunity to develop the requisite knowledge,
skills, and abilities (Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2002). It is also necessary for management
to sustain its support for a particular employee participation initiative, and not
modify or abandon that initiative when market conditions change or a portion of
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management turns over. Otherwise, and as considerable research has shown,
employee trust in management can dissipate quickly (Bruno and Jordan, 1999;
Frost, 1998; Horvath and Svyantek, 1998).

While business imperatives generally, and supportive management in particular,
may lead to enhanced employee participation initiatives (Wilkinson et al., 1998),
these are hardly the only ‘drivers’ in this regard. A substantial literature that also
supports such initiatives is rooted in concepts of industrial citizenship, worker
rights, and organizational democracy (Harrison and Freeman, 2004). Indeed, these
concepts are grounded in even more fundamental notions of free speech and
human dignity for which supporting arguments are often expressed in political,
moral, and religious terms. To illustrate, consider these examples:

Managers are the dinosaurs of our modern organizational ecology. The Age of Management is
finally coming to close ... Autocracy, hierarchy, bureaucracy and management are gradually
being replaced by democracy, heterarchy, collaboration and self-managing teams.

(Cloke and Goldsmith, 2002)

Organizational democracy is frequently associated with increased employee involvement
and satisfaction, higher levels of innovation, increased stakeholder commitment, and,
ultimately, enhanced organizational performance. However, democratic processes can
also absorb significant time and other organizational resources and bog down decisions,
which may lead to reduced efficiency. In the end, we conclude that although the economic
arguments for organizational democracy may be mixed, increased stakeholder participation
in value creation and organizational governance can benefit both society and corporations.
In fact, the corporation itself may be envisioned as a system of self-governance and the
voluntary cooperation of stakeholders. (Harrison and Freeman, 2004: 49)

Another strand of the employee participation literature focuses centrally on the
role played by trade unions, not only as a vehicle for representative democracy at
the industry or organizational level, where the emphasis is on increasing liberty on
the job, but for political democracy as well (Voos, 2004). This dual focus was made
manifest in the recent (2008) US presidential election and continues to the
moment as unionists and would-be union members seek to replace formal union
representation elections with Canadian-style authorization card-determined union
membership and representation.

THE BOOK: APPROACH AND STRUCTURE

In this book, leading perspectives on employee participation, including those
briefly summarized above, will be analysed, discussed, and assessed with the aim
of identifying key challenges associated with employee participation in practice.
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The book is organized into five parts and contains twenty-five chapters. We have
managed to bring together a group of leading scholars from around the world in
order to ensure that the book is not just based upon experiences in any one country.
These authors bring a variety of disciplinary perspectives, empirical research and
case examples to bear on the topic of employee participation in organizations.

Part 2 features five chapters that provide, respectively, HRM, industrial relations,
legal, political science, and economics perspectives on employee participation.
Despite drawing on different theoretical traditions and country examples, it is
also apparent that there is rather more overlap—at least in terms of the practices
examined—than at first sight might have been expected. Peter Boxall and John
Purcell develop ideas that have appeared in previous work on what they term
‘analytical HRM’ to examine the notion of employee voice. Analytical HRM
eschews the ideas of best practice HRM, instead focusing on the sorts of choices
that appear before management (and to a lesser extent, workers) in building and
sustaining viable versions of voice and participation. One of the key outcomes
therefore is that participation can take quite different forms depending on the
factors shaping HRM, and unlike some of the more critical accounts of HRM
(Bolton and Houlihan, 2007) they consider representative participation to be a
potentially core feature of voice just like direct employee involvement. Unlike the
other perspectives, however, Boxall and Purcell devote much more space to talking
about high-involvement work systems and the benefits these might offer to
employers whose objectives can best be furthered if employees are allowed consid-
erable discretion at work.

Peter Ackers’ chapter starts out by considering the view that employee partici-
pation at work should centre exclusively on collective bargaining and other
attempts to create industrial democracy at the workplace. He counterpoises the
ideas propagated by the utopian socialists and the industrial relations realists,
arguing that in Britain they effectively ‘fought themselves to a standstill which
lead to the silent triumph, by default, of ET. Rather than deal with the issues merely
from a contemporary perspective, Ackers examines six different historical
examples of how key British industrial relations scholars have approached the
topic of employee participation. His conclusion is somewhat pessimistic, at least
from the standpoint of participation, in that he argues that future research is likely
to be more mundane and dull than in the past because it is now centred on
everyday workplace realities rather than the big struggles of the past.

The law chapter has been written by Glenn Patmore, who has focused almost
entirely on the role that legislation can play in indirect or representative partici-
pation. This review considers the legal framework in three separate jurisdictions;
the EU, Australia, and the USA, and it examines legal intervention in the areas of
information, consultation, and representation. Among other things he raises
questions about whether or not the law automatically acts as a support for the
development of participation, and in the case of Australia notes how joint
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consultation is flourishing compared with other mechanisms. He concludes that its
success undoubtedly owes a lot to the legislation, and much the same conclusion is
reached from experiences in the EU where the law has braced and/or stabilized
representative participation. By contrast a voluntarist regime, while not preventing
some organizations from investing in participation, does run the considerable risk
of contributing to a workplace culture of unilateralism.

Miguel Martinez Lucio has contributed the political science chapter, and this
draws from a wide range of sources both at the macro and micro levels of debate.
He commences by focusing on the role of the state in terms of organizations and
individuals and with Marxist accounts of work and participation, and with what is
often seen as the inevitable subjugation of labour. But, rather than restricting his
analysis to the macro framework he chooses to link Marxist accounts with more
recent developments in labour process theory that have concentrated on workplace
issues, often from a sociological perspective. He notes a continuing tension
between forces for cooperation and conflict, and dismisses simplistic notions
that workers (and trade unions) automatically lose out if they choose to engage
with management. He suggests that rather than seeing cooperation as nothing
more than a route to incorporation, it can also offer opportunities for workers and
trade unions to occupy new spaces for confrontation. To do otherwise would be to
regard them as cultural dupes, always outwitted by management, and to see
currently popular forms of participation—such as teamwork—as totally controlled
by management for their own objectives. As analysts such as Burawoy (1979) make
abundantly clear, workers can also play games to beat the system.

The final chapter in Part 2 examines economics and participation. In this chapter,
David Marsden and Almudena Canibano take a wide-ranging view of the topic, and
choose not to focus narrowly on issues to do with supply and demand. They draw
upon literatures that are also common to sociology and psychology—such as the
alienation at work material—and on notions of exit, voice, and loyalty, on frontiers
of control, and even population ecology—to argue that participation needs to be
investigated for its impact on both performance and employee well-being. In terms
of the alienation literature, for example, the case for participation is effectively made
in the negative: workers who are alienated from work are likely to be unproductive,
so therefore some form of participation is of value. The authors argue that the
contribution of economic approaches to participation within organizations lies in
their focus on the difficulties of coordination under conditions of uncertainty and
limited information where actors are subject to bounded rationality in that their
activities are mostly goal-oriented. They suggest the question arises as to how
different models of the employment relationship help to solve the resulting prob-
lems of coordination, and in so far as their solutions build on arrangements that
endure over time, how these can be best adapted to changing needs.

Part 3 reviews a range of forms of participation in practice. This contains eight
chapters dealing, respectively, with direct participation, collective bargaining, other
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processes of collective voice, non-union forms of employee representation, works
councils, worker directors and worker ownership/cooperatives, employee share
ownership, and financial participation. Adrian Wilkinson and Tony Dundon
review developments in direct participation over the last twenty-five years showing
how schemes have been influenced by different political, economic, and legal
climates and how fads and fashions have played a key role. But they also suggest
that it is the orientation of management which may be more important than the
specific scheme. They suggest that practices may have become more embedded as
management have learnt from the limitation of the shallow depths of participation
in the 1980s and 1990s. While it is too grand to talk of participative architecture,
they do see some attempts to integrate participation. The challenges that lie ahead
are how such a dynamic will be played out in practice, and how multiple schemes
for participation can be embedded.

Richard Block and Peter Berg look at the role of independent representatives,
such as unions and works councils. As they point out, these forms of representation
are generally part of a legal structure that sets the context for participation. The
rights of labour unions, works councils, the bargaining process, and labour agree-
ments may be defined by law as in the United States and Germany or left in the
hands of the parties themselves to resolve as in the United Kingdom. They compare
and contrast collective bargaining in the United States and Europe, and show how
the basis for collective bargaining in the former has been the removal of barriers to
economic efficiency caused by disputes over union recognition in contrast to that
in Europe which gives more weight to worker rights.

Paul Gollan examines employer strategies towards non-union collective voice.
He suggests that when employer-initiated voice arrangements are established
they create employee expectations about outcomes. If these expectations are
not realized, a widening of the gap between expectation and achievement leads
to lack of trust and disenchantment in management leading to instrumental
collectivism. This could manifest itself in either the peaceful pursuit of desired
outcomes through mutual gains, such as union recognition by the employer
and/or employer—employee partnership, or through union readiness for action
against an employer based on a conflict of interests and a ‘win’ and ‘lose’
strategy. He argues that the old dichotomy of a union versus non-union
channels of voice is likely to prove inadequate in shaping future representation
arrangements.

Raymond Markey, Greg Patmore, and Nikki Balnave assess the role of employee
representatives on the boards of companies and producer cooperatives. Employee
participation in decision making can be seen via employee representatives sitting
alongside shareholder representatives on the boards of public companies and state-
owned enterprises; and producer cooperatives in which the workers own the
organization. Producer cooperatives are also likely to have employee representation
on their boards, but as they point out the two forms of participation differ
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fundamentally. In the case of the former, employee representation on the boards of
public companies and state-owned enterprises constitutes employee participation
as employees, whereas producer cooperatives owned by the employees constitutes
participation as owners. They observe that consequently the motivational bases for
each approach differ, even when the structures may be similar.

Bruce Kaufman and Daphne Taras analyse indirect participation through forms
of non-union employee representation (NER). They note that NER has been
practiced in industry for over a hundred years but with considerable diversity
and variation both across countries and over time. As they observe, this is a subject
of much controversy but NER’s importance appears to be increasing. Non-union
forms of employee representation are one method for implementing employee
participation in organizations and are both a complement and a substitute for
other methods, such as direct forms of participation and other forms of indirect
participation via trade unions.

Rebecca Gumbrell-McCormick and Richard Hyman review experience with
works councils as a form of participation. They focus on countries with generalized
systems of representation where participation structures exist largely independ-
ently of management wishes and not with those where representative bodies may
be established voluntarily through localized management (or union) initiatives.
Using this definition, works councils are largely confined to continental Western
Europe, and they explain why this is the case looking at six European countries:
Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, France, Italy, and Sweden. As they explain,
works councils are engaged in a difficult balancing act with employees, unions, and
management which is made more precarious as a result of changes in work
organization, corporate ownership, and the global economy.

Eric Kaarsemaker, Andrew Pendleton, and Erik Poutsma take-up the issue of
employee share ownership and show how governments in North America, Europe,
Australasia, and Asia have promoted various forms of employee share ownership.
In theory, employee ownership provides employees with additional rights to those
normally expected by employees and these could bring about changes in employee
attitudes and behaviour, which may affect company-level outcomes, such as prod-
uctivity and financial performance. However, they conclude that most share own-
ership plans do not appear to transform the employment relationship. Of course
this should not be surprising as the amount of equity passing to employees is
usually small, and those involved do not expect that share ownership will trans-
form the way their company is run. But they do argue there is evidence to suggest
that share ownership does have favourable effects on company and workplace
performance.

In the final chapter in Part 3, Ian Kessler focuses on financial participation more
generally. This is defined as a mechanism by which employees are provided with a
stake in the performance or ownership of an organization. This stake is reflected
in remunerative arrangements, typically in the form of a payment linked to a
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corporate outcome measure or to an allocation of shares in the company. It directly
involves workers in corporate financial performance with a payout, but also
provides the basis for employee involvement in organizational decision making.
He reviews the character, use, and consequences of financial participation, and in
so doing explores the contributions made by these different research communities
to our understanding. Much research on financial participation has focused on the
consequences of schemes, in particular on whether and how it has impacted on
employee attitudes and behaviours as well as on organizational performance.

In Part 4, the book shifts to examine the processes and outcomes of participa-
tion. It contains four chapters dealing, respectively, with labour union responses to
participation, the shift from union to non-union voice, high-involvement man-
agement and performance, and employee voice and mutual gains.

Gregor Gall examines how labour unions have sought ‘participation’ in an
attempt to gain the organizational and institutional means to protect and advance
their members’ interests. Participation would on the surface represent a movement
towards achieving greater workers’ control or codetermination at the workplace.
But, as Gall observes, the majority of systems of participation originated from
employers with almost all the remainder derived from initiatives by the state. The
problem for unions is that while they want forms of workers’ control, as the weaker
party to the employment relationship they face a dilemma which makes them
unsure whether entering participation will strengthen or weaken their ability to
prosecute their members’ interests. This raises concerns about whether avenues of
participation facilitate or undermine collective bargaining.

Alex Bryson, Rafael Gomez, and Paul Willman look at the nature of workplace
voice and its determinants in Britain since the early 1980s focusing on implications
for debates about worker participation, labour relations, human resource manage-
ment, and organizational behaviour. Their approach draws on insights from
consumer theory, industrial organization and transaction cost economics and
explores the conditions under which employee voice mechanisms emerge inside
the workplace. They show that union collective representation has been replaced by
non-union voice in new workplaces and, where union voice persists in older
workplaces, it has been supplemented by non-union voice.

The chapter by Stephen Wood on high-involvement management and perform-
ance provides a more nuanced picture regarding the link between worker partici-
pation and individual performance. As Wood suggests, while worker participation
can provide an opportunity for workers to influence events it is also assumed that it
will not only provide greater procedural justice but fairer substantive outcomes and
thus have an impact on individual and organizational performance. However,
Wood suggests that studies of the association between job satisfaction and indi-
vidual performance may be weak and may be contingent on the type of job
undertaken. In addition, the link between participation and performance at indi-
vidual and organizational levels may not necessarily be positive.
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The chapter by David Lewin explores employee participation and mutual gains.
He argues that the theory and research on mutual gains has focused largely on
employee exercise of voice in unionized settings featuring collective bargaining
between representatives of management and labour. These typically lead to formal
written agreements (i.e., contracts) that contain grievance procedures. This chapter
by contrast focuses on employee voice in non-union enterprises addressing a central
question, ‘Do mutual gains to employer and employee result from non-union
employees’ exercise of voice?” Lewin suggest that a substantial majority had a formal
arrangement of voice through alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms,
were used by employees, and were considered by senior executives as beneficial for
the business. Lewin concludes that implication of these findings is that employee
voice can be exercised outside of a collective context, and that analysis of mutual
gains should include both collective and individual forms of participation.

In Part s, attention turns toward comparative and societal issues which are
addressed in the final eight chapters. These deal respectively, with participation
across organizational and national boundaries, public policy and employee par-
ticipation, corporate governance and employee participation, cross-national vari-
ation in representation rights and work governance, employee participation in
developing and emerging countries, international and comparative perspectives on
employee participation, and freedom, democracy and capitalism through the lens
of ethics and employee participation.

Mick Marchington and Andrew Timming’s chapter investigates employee par-
ticipation across organizational boundaries. They suggest that the recent growth of
inter-organizational contracting, whether in the form of a public—private partner-
ships, joint ventures, agency work, or outsourced production, poses a significant
threat to the traditional conception of employment relations as a contract between
a single employer and an employee. Those workers employed by the weaker party
to a commercial contract have less scope for both direct and indirect participation
as compared to core employees in a traditional employment relationship. They go
on to suggest that non-citizen workers, as Marchington and Timming define them,
face a set of unparalleled obstacles to participation that effectively dampens their
ability to influence decision making and have their ‘say, a situation that is only
likely to worsen as globalization becomes yet more pervasive.

The chapter by John Budd and Stefan Zagelmeyer highlights a number of issues
around public policy and the role of employee participation. They state that
employee participation is frequently seen within the private sector context in
voluntary terms; that is, employers that believe it is in their self-interest to provide
vehicles for employee participation will do so; others will not. However, the authors
argue that employee participation can reach far beyond competitiveness and
profitability and also shape the psychological and economic well-being of individ-
uals, the physical and emotional health of a community’s families, and the quality of
a country’s democracy. As a consequence employee participation has important



20 CONCEPTUALIZING EMPLOYEE PARTICIPATION

implications for public policy through governmental regulation of the employment
relationship.

Corporate governance and the role of participation are examined in the chapter
by Howard Gospel and Andrew Pendleton. The authors analyse the role and extent
of employee participation in the main areas of corporate governance differences
between countries. They provide an overview of the main practitioner and aca-
demic perspectives on governance, highlighting differences in the role accorded to
employees. To ascertain the potential for employee participation they go on to
identify the main elements of corporate governance systems—the involvement of
owners, the role of governing boards, information flows and transparency, the
remuneration of managers, and the market for corporate control. The chapter
outlines how employee participation and representation may impact on various
aspects of ‘mainstream’ corporate governance, such as executive pay, even where
there is little direct role. The authors argue that if corporate governance is defined
in broader terms than the conventional way found in most policy discussions, the
role for labour should be greater.

Carola Frege and John Godard explore cross-national variation in representation
rights and governance at work. In particular they address the reasons for the
considerable cross-national diversity in both the institutional context of the
employment relationship and the way in which conflicts are resolved given this
diversity. They address various explanations that have or can be advanced to explain
this variation and why it persists. The authors argue that attempts to prescribe or
alter representation rights are not likely to succeed unless they take into account not
just the broader institutional environments within which these rights are (or are
not) embedded, but also historically rooted institutional norms and traditions.

Employee participation in developing and emerging countries is examined by
Geoffrey Wood. Wood argues that outside a few ‘islands’ of economic activity,
characterized by sophisticated production paradigms, the levels of participation
and involvement encountered in the developing world are generally low. He goes
on to state that while Fordist practices are widespread in these economies, unions
have been unable to limit the wholesale abandonment of pluralist employment
relations polices under increasing forces of global forces. Wood argues that in the
informal sector networks are built around the usage of labour on an open-ended
basis. These are generally outside of formal labour law and great power imbalances
between employers and employees exist with the concentration of power under
management control which has resulted in many cases of labour repression.
However, in some developing societies, such as South Africa, greater higher-
value-added production practices based on longer-term productivity and equity
have created opportunities for employees to have a voice in firms, increasing
fairness and creating greater corporate sustainability.

Nick Wailes and Russell Lansbury apply the varieties of capitalism (VofC)
framework to evaluate international and comparative perspectives of employee
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participation. They attempt to modify and extend the VoC approach to account for
both within country diversity and the role that international factors play in
shaping national patterns of participation. They highlight two main limitations
of existing VoC theory. First, the VoC framework makes it difficult to explain
diversity in participation practices within national systems. Second, the VoC
approach does not account for developments in participation which are inter-
national in origin. They argue that VoC analysis should adopt a less deterministic
view of the role institutions play in shaping social action, to focus more on the role
of agency and interests, and suggest the need to explore the interconnections
between countries in more detail. The authors apply this modified VoC framework
to examine the extent to which it can explain recent developments in the United
Kingdom and Germany.

The final chapter in this Handbook, highlights the role of freedom, democracy,
and capitalism in ethics and employee participation. Robin Archer suggests that
the idea of individual freedom or individual liberty has provided a basic ethical
reference point against which the legitimacy of social and political institutions has
been judged. He outlines an argument for democracy being based on individuals
being free only to the extent that their choices govern (or determine) their actions.
He then seeks to show that it applies not just to political institutions but also to
many other kinds of associations and, in particular, to economic enterprises. He
argues that the same basic ethical commitments that lead us to promote political
democracy should lead us to promote economic democracy in terms of a system in
which enterprises operate in a market economy but are governed by those who
work for them.

Overall not only do these chapters provide readers with a wide range of theor-
etical and empirical insights into employee participation, they connect such par-
ticipation to broader issues and influences of organizational and political change.
As such, we intend the book to be a leading reference work and to thereby provide a
benchmark against which students and scholars of employee participation can
assess its contribution in the future.
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CHAPTER 2

AN HRM
PERSPECTIVE ON
EMPLOYEE
PARTICIPATION

PETER BOXALL
JOHN PURCELL

INTRODUCTION

SINCE the 1980s, human resource management (HRM) has become the most widely
recognized term in the Anglophone world referring to the activities of management
in organizing work and managing people to achieve organizational ends. The term
is not restricted to organizations in the Anglo-American sphere: it is popular in the
Francophone and Hispanic worlds and is growing in the Arabian world, among
others." HRM is an inevitable process that accompanies the growth of organiza-
tions (Watson, 2005). It is central to entrepreneurial and managerial activity and
occurs whether or not HR specialists are employed to assist in the process. It can
certainly be reformed and renewed as organizations change but it is not something
that can ever be ‘restructured’ out of organizations unless everyone is laid off—but
then the organization itself will die.
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As a field of practice, HRM exhibits great diversity across occupations, hierarchical
levels, workplaces, firms, industries, cultures, and societies. Differentiation in HRM
within and across organizations is a widely noted phenomenon (Jackson
and Schuler, 1995; Lepak and Snell, 2007; Pinfield and Berner, 1994). The need to
manage employee voice has long been recognized as an important aspect of the
HRM process (Beer et al., 1984). Like other dimensions of labour management,
there is significant diversity in the ways in which employers seek to foster and
respond to employee voice: styles adopted range from highly cooperative ‘partner-
ship’ models of labour management through to highly unitarist philosophies of
workforce governance, with various blends in between (Dundon and Gollan, 2007;
Purcell and Ahlstrand, 1994).

Given its inescapable role in the management of all but the very smallest organ-
izations, HRM is also an academic phenomenon. It is a central feature of the curricula
of business schools around the world and a major sphere of research, drawing on a
wide range of academic traditions. Theorists in HRM draw concepts and theories
from the companion disciplines of Organizational Behaviour, Strategic Management,
and Industrial Relations and, like colleagues in these fields, draw from deeper
academic wells in social science, including Psychology, Sociology, Economics, and
Political Studies. HRM itself can be subdivided into three domains: Micro HRM,
Strategic HRM, and International HRM (Boxall et al., 2007b). Micro HRM is
concerned with practices within the sub-functions of HRM, drawing on long tradi-
tions of studies on such aspects as selection, appraisal, and pay. Strategic HRM and
International HRM are both more systemic or macro in their outlook. Strategic HRM
is concerned with how HR practices cluster into HR systems, and with the relation-
ships between HR strategy and the organization’s internal and external contexts and
its performance outcomes. International HRM focuses on HRM in companies
operating across national boundaries and shows a particular concern with the
interplay between corporate integration and local adaptation. This diversity in
HRM—in practice and in theory—gives us a major problem if we are asked to
describe an HRM perspective on employee participation. As management researchers,
our response to this challenge is to emphasize the value of taking an ‘analytical
approach’ to HRM. The goal of this chapter is to explain what this means and to
explore what such an approach can offer to the analysis of employee participation.

ANALYTICAL HRM AND EMPLOYEE VOICE

Boxall et al. (2007b) use the notion of ‘analytical HRM’ to emphasize that the
fundamental mission of the discipline of HRM is not to propagate claims about
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‘best practice’ in ‘excellent companies. While this remains a feature of much
popular writing for managers, it does not provide a credible basis for management
research and education. The role of analytical HRM is to identify what managers
do in HRM, how they go about it, to understand why they do it, and consider who
benefits from these actions. Analytical HRM privileges research and explanation
over prescription. Its primary task is to gather empirical data and build theory in
order to account for what management tries to achieve and the way management
actually behaves in organizing work and managing people across diverse contexts.

The weaknesses of a decontextualized propagation of ‘best practices’ in the
management literature were identified by Legge (1978) in her critique of what
was then known as Personnel Management. She showed how Personnel Manage-
ment textbooks commonly failed to analyse the goals of management and to
recognize differences in the interests of managers and workers. She also criticized
the personnel textbooks for failing to examine the way in which their favourite
prescriptions worked well in some contexts but not in others. This argument has
been reinforced by similar critiques of best practice prescriptions in the HRM
literature (Marchington and Grugulis, 2000), by major reviews of the relationships
between contextual variables and HR practices (Jackson and Schuler, 1995), and by
studies of the social embeddedness of HR systems (Gooderham et al., 1999). The
international growth of academic interest in HRM has strongly emphasized the
way in which models of HRM vary across cultures and reflect the impact of
different employment laws and societal institutions, often making explicit key
differences with US managerial mindsets (Aycan, 2005; Brewster, 1999; Paauwe
and Boselie, 2003). To quote the technical language of methodology, ‘moderators’
are important in our understanding of HRM: although all organizations benefit
from a soundly managed process of HRM, specific HR practices vary in their
relevance and effectiveness under different conditions. Further, what are seemingly
the same practices can be interpreted in quite different ways across cultures. Those
who take an analytical approach to HRM are therefore sceptical about claims that
particular clusters of HR practices, such as the lists offered in the works of the US
writer, Jeffery Pfeffer (1994, 1998), can have value across economic and social
contexts (Marchington and Grugulis, 2000).

Building on the way analytical HRM seeks to understand the complex goals and
diverse contexts of HRM, an important trend is the construction of models of how
HRM processes work, models that lay out the intervening variables or ‘mediators’
involved. One driver of this trend in analysis stems from the literature on strategic
HRM with its slew of studies on the links between HRM and organizational
performance. This literature frequently draws on the ‘resource-based view’ of the
firm, which argues that hard to imitate human resources can be sources of sus-
tained competitive advantage. To make this perspective truly useful, however, we
need to show how HRM helps create valuable and rare organizational capabilities
(Boxall and Purcell, 2008). A second driver stems from the basic realization that in



32 AN HRM PERSPECTIVE

any model of HRM, outcomes are better when desired HR practices are effectively
enacted by line managers and foster the kind of employee attitudes and behaviours
required (Guest, 2002; Purcell et al., 2003). This means that notions such as
organizational culture, psychological contracting, and social exchange, which
have been important in the companion discipline of Organizational Behaviour,
are now being integrated into models of the process of HRM. HR researchers
increasingly investigate the way in which HR policies and practices affect employee
attitudes and behaviours, such as trust in management, perceived organizational
support, job satisfaction, discretionary job behaviour, and organizational commit-
ment (Guest, 2007; Macky and Boxall, 2007).

This brings us to a final point about analytical HRM: the approach lays a more
credible basis for assessing outcomes in work and employment. This is obvious in
terms of the growth of studies on the HRM performance link but, in the light of
what we have said about the mediating role of employee attitudes and behaviour, it
is not simply about outcomes sought by shareholders or by their imperfect agents,
managers. HRM research is increasingly taking on board the question of mutuality
(Guest, 2002, 2007; Peel and Boxall, 2005), examining the extent to which employer
and worker outcomes are mutually satisfying and, thus, more sustainable in our
societies over the long run.

Employee Voice Through the Lens of Analytical HRM

On this basis, we can consider what an analytical approach to HRM might offer to
the study of ‘employee participation To the uninitiated, this must seem a rather
absurd term: surely every employee participates in their organization by virtue of
being employed in it. Taking a job in an organization is a decision to participate in
it using one’s skills and experience. What academics are really getting at when they
talk of ‘employee participation’ is the degree of influence or voice employees have in
decisions about their work, their employment conditions, and the management of
their organization. Because most organizations are managed rather than consti-
tuted as democracies, and employment law upholds the right of managers to give
‘lawful and reasonable orders, there is always an issue around how much say
employees have in how they do their jobs and in how the organization is run.
But we must be talking about matters of degree because even in highly controlling
work environments, such as assembly lines, individuals still need to exercise some
discretion in how they do their work (Bendix, 1956). The act of employing means
that managers are forced, in effect, to trust workers to some extent.

Our preference is to analyse the degree of ‘employee voice. We understand
employee voice as incorporating representative or indirect forms of voice and
various forms of participation that facilitate direct employee involvement in
work-related decisions. Representation thus traverses both union and non-union
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institutions while participation includes a range of activities in which managers
engage workers in work-related decisions, either on the job or off it. The focus of
these forms of voice varies enormously: from those which are clearly focused on
organizational power sharing, such as collective bargaining, through those which
involve ownership, such as employee share ownership plans, through to those
which are focused on work tasks within departments and jobs. The range of
practices that can fit within these categories is illustrated in Table 2.1 (Boxall and
Purcell, 2008).

A note of caution is, however, needed. While it is common to draw a distinction
between representation of employee interests and employee participation in manage-
ment, there can be considerable overlap between representation and participation.
Managers, for example, may design consultative structures with non-threatening
participation in mind—to communicate with employee representatives and enhance
employee support for management proposals—but to stop well short of negotiation
of interests (Gollan and Wilkinson, 2007). On the other hand, what may start life
as a top-down, ‘tell and sell’ channel may grow into a forum which employees
make more interactive, one in which they raise their concerns and management
learns to listen and respond. It is thus more realistic to see representation and
participation as having something of a permeable and dynamic boundary (Freeman
et al., 2007a).

Table 2.1 Types of employee voice

Power-centred Ownership-centred Task-centred
Indirect - Worker Directors - ESOP (Employee Share - Employee representatives
involvement - Works' Councils/ Ownership Plans) where meeting local/

Employee Forums/ shares are held by department management

Joint Consultative trustees directly elected
Commitees (JCCs) by employees

- Collective - Worker Cooperatives
bargaining
- Joint Partnership
Committees
Direct - Attitude surveys - Share option (purchase - Job enrichment (voice in
involvement - Newsletters/ schemes) giving how the job is done)
email/intranet employees ‘votes' as - Semi-autonomous teams
- Town hall’ shareholders - Team briefing
meetings - Problem-solving groups

(quality circles/Kaizen

team, continuous

improvement group)
- Suggestion schemes

Source: Adapted from Boxall and Purcell, 2008: 151.
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Having described the relevant terminology, we now offer our analysis. In the
next section, we describe what we know about trends in employee voice practices
and the larger organizational patterns of which they form a part: we look at what
managers are doing and how they are going about it. Our focus is mainly on the
Anglo-American world but we inevitably make some comparisons with practices
outside the Anglophone sphere to illustrate what is distinctive. The subsequent
section then discusses what an analytical approach has to say about why these
trends are happening: what seem to be management’s goals or underpinning
motives? Following this section, we offer a discussion of what our analysis implies
about how outcomes might be improved for the parties in the field of employee
voice, and then conclude the chapter.

THE WHAT AND HoOw OF CONTEMPORARY
WORKPLACE VOICE

We must first of all situate management’s actions within the context of historic-
ally-shaped voice practices. In the big picture, the most commonly noted trend is
the declining significance of employee representation through trade unionism and
collective bargaining, something which is most apparent in Anglophone, liberal
market economies. Boxall, Freeman, and Haynes’ (2007a) summary of trends in
union representation across the Anglo-American world is shown in Table 2.2.
They note that ‘outside the public sector, unions are no longer the “default”
option for worker voice in any (Anglophone) country’ (Boxall et al., 2007a: 207).
Only in Ireland is private sector union density above 20 per cent but Ireland
experienced the largest fall in private sector union density among the six
countries surveyed in the nine years to 2003 (17 percentage points). Ireland’s
‘social partnership’ model of trade unionism, which operates at the level of
national politics, has failed to stem the decline of employee support for unions
at the workplace.

It is fair to say that most private sector workers in the Anglo-American world are
now relatively indifferent to what unions offer, preferring direct over union forms
of voice (Boxall et al., 2007a). Direct dealing with management over training and
career issues and a philosophy of self-reliance in the labour market have grown.
In Canada, for example, six out of ten workers prefer direct over collective
forms of voice (Campolieti et al., 2007: 58). Workers increasingly believe that
unions cannot usefully mediate job design and career development issues. In
Australia, for example, two-thirds of non-union workers believe that a union
would make no difference to them personally (Teicher et al., 2007: 133). Even
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Table 2.2 Trends in union density across the Anglo-American world

USA Canada Britain Ireland Australia Nz
Union 12.5 30.4 28.8 34.6 22.7 21.1
Density, 2004 per cent per cent per cent per cent per cent per cent
Density trend in Fell from Fell from Fell from Fell from Fell from Fell from
the private sector:  10.4 22.2 21.6 45 25.1 19.8
1995-2004 (% of  per cent to percentto percentto percentto per cent to per cent
private sector 7.9 18.0 17.2 28.2 16.8 per cent  (1996)
employees) per cent per cent per cent per cent to 12
(2003) per cent

Source: Boxall et al., 2007a: 208.

among those who express a strong desire to join a union, over a third thinks a
union would make no difference to them personally.

While union density in the private sector has fallen, trade unionism in the
Anglo-American world is increasingly dominated by the public sector unions.
The public sector is characterized by tensions over wage levels and work pressures
and an ongoing clash between professional work cultures, on the one hand, and
managerial ideologies and bureaucracy, on the other (Bach and Kessler, 2007;
Boxall and Purcell, 2008). Budget constraints have been applied while client
demands, as in public education and health, have risen, fuelling employee discon-
tent with the wage—work bargain. This discontent has been readily organized by
public sector unions which have the advantage of operating on much larger
worksites and in much larger organizations than is true, on average, in the private
sector.

Has the realm of employee voice receded with the decline of trade unionism?
Has management decided that voice can be dispensed with as an area of HR
practice? The answer is a resounding ‘no. As Willman, Bryson, and Gomez
(2007: 1321) put it, the decline of trade unionism does not mean employers have
lost ‘their appetite’ for employee voice. The key change is in the how of employee
voice: direct types of employee voice have grown since the 1980s across the
industrialized world. In the UK, forms of communication between management
and employees are widely used with 91 per cent of workplaces having face-to-face
meetings, 83 per cent using some form of downward communication, like an intranet
(34%) or communication chains (sometimes called cascade briefing) (64%),
and written two-way communication methods like email or suggestion schemes
evident in two-thirds of workplaces (Kersley et al., 2006: 135). Team working is
also widespread in Britain (in 72% of workplaces) although in only half of these
establishments are all employees in teams. The pattern of increasing use by
management of direct forms of employee involvement is repeated both in other



36 AN HRM PERSPECTIVE

Anglophone countries (Boxall et al., 2007a) and in continental Europe (Poutsma
et al., 2006).

More formalized forms of direct employee involvement are, of course, much
more likely in large enterprises (Kersley et al., 2006). Does this mean that small
firms are some kind of realm where workers have very little influence because
managers go about their work with a high degree of autocracy? The empirical data
does not suggest this at all. In small firms, worker satisfaction with their influence
on the job and with the quality of management communication is typically higher
(Forth et al., 2006; Macky and Boxall, 2007). In small firms, there is likely to be
much more personal face-to-face contact between management and workers,
something which fades rapidly when the workplace gets above forty to fifty
employees. Even in financially vulnerable firms operating in highly competitive
markets, critical workers, such as chefs in small restaurants, have some bargaining
power which means the employer often takes their voice into account and makes
concessions to accommodate their interests (Edwards and Ram, 2006).

To be sure, less critical workers in small firms are less likely to get management
consideration but this rather forcibly makes the point that big firms tend to be
more impersonal, bureaucratic, and rule driven. The social and power distance
between the managed and top decision makers is much greater and individual
voices are much more muted. Formal types of participation can therefore be
imagined as antidotes to these tendencies, but it must be doubted how successful
they can be in large organizations unless managers at various levels give support
and bring them to life (Boxall and Purcell, 2008). A key variant in formal voice is
always in the extent to which it is ‘embedded’ applied extensively across the
workforce of a large organization and regularly practised (Cox et al., 2006). Purcell
and Hutchison’s (2007) study of the British retail organization, Selfridges, is a case
in point. It underlines the value of senior management taking a much greater
interest in the selection, development, support, and motivation of front line
managers so that they, in turn, are more responsive to the needs of the employees
they manage. Better management of managers sets in train a positive process that
enhances the attitudes and behaviours of the employees dealing directly with
customers and, thus, leads on to such important organizational outcomes as
enhanced customer satisfaction and higher sales.

What, then, do we know about the sort of indirect or representative schemes,
such as works councils or joint consultative committees (JCCs), which can be
important in larger organizations? In most of continental Europe, the legal require-
ment for works councils ensures that such forms of indirect voice are widespread,
but not universal. In the USA, they are virtually unheard of but there is evidence of
significant growth in the other Anglophone countries in recent years (Boxall et al.,
2007a). In the UK, the most recent WERS” survey provides comprehensive data on
joint consultative committees (Kersley et al., 2006: 126—32). As expected, these are
unusual in small firms (and small firms make up a growing proportion of British
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firms (Kersley et al., 2006: 19), but two-thirds of workplaces with 100-199 workers
have JCCs, either at the workplace itself or through access to one at a higher
corporate level. This figure rises to 72 per cent in respect of workplaces with between
200 and 500 workers and 82 per cent in workplaces with 500 or more employees.
Indeed, there is some evidence that in these larger companies the use of JCCs might
be spreading. The employers’ body, the Confederation of British Industry (CBI),
recorded a 10 per cent growth in ‘permanent information and consultation bodies’
in their annual employment survey in 2006 (IRS Employment Review 856, October
2006: 7). One of the most significant features of British JCCs is their composition:
overall, in 2004, 11 per cent of JCCs were composed exclusively of union represen-
tatives, 67 per cent of them were non-union, and a further 22 per cent were mixed
with both union and non-union representatives sitting alongside each other in
discussions with management (Kersley et al., 2006: 131).

What these statistics cannot tell is quite what is meant by consultation. It is
well known, for example, that if management wish to render consultation an
empty process they can easily do so with JCCs’ agenda being restricted to
‘tea and toilets. Meaningful consultations, which the UK’s Involvement and
Participation Association calls ‘option-based consultation’ requires employee
representatives to have a right to express their views on issues before final
decisions are taken. To be effective, they need a lot of information from within,
and outside, the company, time to draw up proposals, an opportunity to present
them, and time for the proposals to be treated seriously by management.
In practice, this type of consultation is quite rare since, as we discuss below,
it impinges uncomfortably on management autonomy. Consultation which
involves information sharing and is discursive, yet non-threatening to managerial
interests, is the preferred style of many managements in the Anglo-American
world (Hall et al., 2007).

The picture in the Anglo-American world, then, is that management’s preference
has been to foster direct forms of employee influence. With the exception of the
USA, employee-centered, indirect forms of employee voice, such as joint consulta-
tive committees, have also gained greater traction in the management of large
organizations. These are typically used to enhance levels of communication and
consultation, and have a greater universality about them by covering all employees
rather than only union members. They can operate either alongside or instead
of trade unions. In the UK, in fact, dual or hybrid channels of voice have
become far more common over the last twenty years than union only voice
regimes (Willman et al., 2007: 1321). British unionized employers have developed
a model of employee voice which widens the engagement with employees, both in
the sense of opening voice opportunities up to a greater range of employees and
in the sense of expanding what is discussed. Dual voice systems may be enabling
them to handle distributive or conflictual issues through the union channel while
handling integrative or cooperative issues more effectively through the more
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broadly-based consultative channel. This may explain why productivity outcomes
are better in dual voice systems than in union only regimes (Charlwood and Terry,
2007; Purcell and Georgiadis, 2007).

A key contrast within the Anglo-American world is, therefore, between the USA
and everyone else: the ability to have complementary union and non-union voice is
possible outside the USA but is effectively banned there. What we observe outside the
USA is a much greater evolution in indirect forms of employee voice and much more
open attitudes towards alternative voice regimes (Boxall et al., 2007a). While some
industrial relations commentators still have difficulty accepting that non-union
representative voice can deliver valuable outcomes for employees, the evidence is
that employees are generally very positive about contemporary consultative channels
(Boxall et al., 2007a: 216). This should not be surprising: the Anglo-American
workforce shows a strong preference, if at all possible, for working cooperatively
with management.

Our analysis of voice trends has so far talked about specific voice practices. This is
very much a micro level of analysis: it is important but runs the risk that we miss the
wood for the trees. In Strategic HRM, an analytical approach involves trying to get
an overview of change in the HR systems in which employers situate their voice
practices. HR systems are clusters of work and employment practices oriented to
a particular group of employees (Boxall and Purcell, 2008). Large organizations
typically have one type of HR system for managers and another for their main
group of production or operations workers. Where professionals, technical special-
ists, and administrative support staff are employed, it is also commonplace to have
distinctive HR models for these groups. While there are typically overlaps across HR
systems, their voice dimensions have usually been differentiated: managers and
highly-skilled professionals have historically enjoyed greater influence in their jobs
and in organizational decision making than those in operating roles.

A key development challenging, or diminishing, these divisions has been the
growth of high involvement work systems for production workers. HIWSs, also
known as high performance work systems (HPWSs), aim to increase employee
involvement in task-related decision making (‘empowerment’) and enhance the
skills and incentives that enable and motivate them to take advantage of this greater
empowerment (Appelbaum et al., 2000). Serious management interest in HIWSs
stems from the rise of Japanese high-quality production systems in the 1970s and
1980s, including such techniques as quality circles, just in time inventory and
delivery, and flexible, team-based production (Boxall and Purcell, 2008). This
interest forms part of a major change in production systems in those parts of Western
manufacturing, such as steel making and car manufacture, where the deskilling
of production work and demarcation among trades took a strong hold as mass
production developed in the early twentieth century. In these manufacturing
contexts, the need to adopt Japanese-style lean manufacturing principles in order
to survive has led to change towards a high-involvement model incorporating
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greater decision making autonomy on the job, as well as off it in quality circles or
other types of problem-solving groups or employee forums (MacDulffie, 1995). Along
with the Japanese quality challenge, a key environmental stimulant of change
towards HIWSs in manufacturing over the last twenty years has been the advent
of advanced manufacturing technology (Challis et al., 2005). This includes such
technologies as robotics, computer-aided design (CAD), computer numerical con-
trol (CNC) machine tools, and electronic data interchange (EDI) systems, all of
which depend for their effectiveness on astute and timely decision making by
workers.

While interest in HIWSs sprang from manufacturing, it is not simply a manu-
facturing issue. There are similar developments in the service sector. High-skill,
high-involvement systems of managing people are naturally common in profes-
sional services because such workers need to exercise high levels of skill and
judgement but they are also becoming important in those service industries
which are able to segment customer needs (Boxall, 2003). In the hotel industry,
for example, luxury hotel operators can improve revenue and customer retention
through HR systems that empower front line employees to personalize service
(Haynes and Fryer, 2000). They therefore have an interest in investing in the
employee development and voice practices that will support a high-quality com-
petitive strategy in this industry. Such investments in employees, however, are less
common at the low price end of the hotel industry where customers want a cheap
bed ‘without frills) as recently illustrated in a study of Chinese hotels of different
quality ratings (Sun et al., 2007).

The implementation of HIWSs for core operating staff is part of what Kelley
(2000) calls the growth of the ‘participatory bureaucracy’. The participatory bur-
eaucracy is characteristic of capital intensive or high-tech manufacturing firms
seeking to respond to high-quality competition through a process of differentiation
which builds higher skills, stronger learning, and greater innovation. It is also a
feature of large service firms, such as hotels, banks, and rest homes, trying to
differentiate their offerings to meet the more demanding requirements of more
lucrative market segments (Boxall, 2003). More participatory bureaucracies have
also developed, to some extent, in those parts of the public sector where govern-
ments and unions have developed labour management ‘partnerships’ (Bach and
Kessler, 2007). It is fair to say, however, that the rhetoric is often more powerful
than the reality in the public sector, which remains prone to high conflict levels due
to struggles over budget constraints and the escalation of managerial controls.

There is, however, a second, and competing, trend in the big picture: the growth
of what we might call the ‘flexible bureaucracy’ (Boxall and Purcell, 2008). We use
this term to recognize what Grimshaw, Marchington, Willmott, and Rubery (2005)
describe as a growth of fragmentation in large organizations. The flexible bureau-
cracy combines an inner core of salaried managerial and specialist staff, whose own
contracts have often been heightened in terms of performance expectations and
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rewards, with outsourced HR systems. The outsourced models adopted can include
any number of types, including those which foster high levels of involvement
but do so with lower cost workers or those which simply send work offshore into
environments with low levels of employee voice and much lighter levels of
employment regulation (Cooke, 2007). Where trade unions exist, they may
extract relatively high wage levels for slimmer workforces in the developed coun-
tries but cannot protect jobs against rounds of restructuring (Konzelmann et al.,
2004). The flexible bureaucracy is common among multinationals responding
to heightened cost pressures in their international markets, service firms in
deregulated, cost conscious industries (e.g. airlines, telecommunications) and
public sector organizations which have been required to adopt a greater emphasis
on financial control (Bach and Kessler, 2007).

Trends in employee voice can therefore be interpreted in terms of the larger
picture of how management is trying to cope with the problem of change.
Management responses are diverse, reflecting different assessments of how flexibility
is best served in the particular markets in which they are engaged. The fact that large
organizations—both in the private and in the public sectors—may be characterized
by developments in one quarter which are participatory and developments in
another quarter which are disempowering to the employee groups downsized or
outsourced is a feature of our times.

THE WHY QUESTION: MANAGEMENT’S
MoTiVvES IN EMPLOYEE VOICE

Our overview of trends in employee voice has started to explore the reasons for the
patterns we see. We turn now to focus more closely on the why behind the what and
how: on the goals or motives that underlie management’s voice strategies. Under-
standing management’s goals and how these vary across contexts is a fundamental
priority in analytical HRM and helps us to interpret employer behaviour in respect
of employee voice. An analytical framework for interpreting employer goals is
shown in Figure 2.1 (Boxall and Purcell, 2008). The basic premise in this framework
is that employers pursue a mix of economic and socio-political goals which are
subject to strategic tensions. This mix of motives affects employer attitudes to voice
regimes.

The fundamental economic goal of employers is concerned with cost-effectiveness
(Boxall, 2007; Godard and Delaney, 2000; Osterman, 1987). Cost-effective man-
agement of labour is a critical aspect of making a firm viable and how it is tackled
depends greatly on the technological characteristics and economic structure of the
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Figure 2.1 The goals of HRM

Source: Boxall and Purcell, 2008: 20.

industry concerned (Batt and Doellgast, 2005; Blauner, 1964). There are, for
example, major differences in what is invested in employees between high-tech or
capital-intensive manufacturing, on the one hand, and labour-intensive, low-tech
manufacturing, on the other. Investments in expensive high-involvement work
systems are commonplace in the former because they enhance productivity and
improve the possibilities for product and process innovation. Research on advanced
manufacturing technology, referred to in our review of trends, shows that such
technologies reach more of their potential when production workers’ jobs are rede-
signed to enable them to enhance the operating performance of these technologies.
Studies by Wall et al. (1990, 1992), for example, show how work redesign and training
that enables production operators to solve technical problems as they occur, reduces
reliance on the need to call in specialist technicians for problem solving and thereby
enhances productivity. The productivity benefits come from quicker response to
these problems and thus lower machine downtime. In the longer run, productivity
improvements also come from more effective use of the capacity of operators for
learning: employees who enjoy greater empowerment learn more about the reasons
why faults occur in the first place and find ways to reduce their incidence.

The converse of this argument is that investments in HIWSs are unlikely to
be cost effective in low-tech, labour-intensive manufacturing which makes little use
of AMT. Much of the apparel and toy manufacturing being conducted in China, for
example, works very cost effectively on classical management principles of labour
specialization without much worker empowerment and in a context of much less
demanding labour regulation (Cooke, 2004). Firms in labour-intensive manufac-
turing are increasingly offshoring their plants to lower cost countries.

Similarly, in services, there are major differences in employee involvement,
remuneration, and development opportunities between knowledge-intensive
services, on the one hand, and low margin, mass services, on the other (Boxall,
2003). In general, HIWSs are less likely in mass services where customers are price
conscious and willing to engage in self-service to help keep prices low. Where,
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however, customers are prepared to pay a premium for higher-quality services, there
is often potential for a pay-off from higher investments in employee involvement
and retention to ensure better service. This is evident, for example, in Hunter’s
(2000) study of US rest homes which reveals greater HR investments in training,
pay, career structures, and staffing levels in firms that target higher-value niches.

Securing cost-effective management of labour is thus a primary concern of all
employers and accounts for major variation in their HR strategies—including the
voice elements—across industries and across the market segments within them.
Cost-effective management of labour helps a firm to survive the economic short
run when conditions in its industry are relatively stable. Survival beyond the short
run, however, requires a degree of managerial attention to a second goal domain:
organizational flexibility. In those firms in which managers see participatory styles
of management as essential to long-run flexibility, we can expect to see attempts to
create and maintain higher levels of employee involvement. This may, in fact, form
part of a strategy to build sustained competitive advantage through differentiation
in the quality of the firm’s human and social capital (Boxall and Purcell, 2008).
Where, however, change is likely to bring instability in product markets or major
challenges from low-cost producers, management is likely to weaken its longer-
term commitments to employees (Marchington, 2007), fuelling the growth of the
type of ‘flexible bureaucracy’ referred to above. In liberal market economies, then,
it is very unlikely that managers will all subscribe to the view that HIWSs and
extensive voice practices are in the long-term interest of their firms.

We cannot, however, solely account for management attitudes to voice practices
through economic reasoning. The goals of HRM are not purely economic: they are
also socio-political (Boxall, 2007). Firms are embedded in societies, which make
claims on the behaviour of employers. This means that social legitimacy is also a key
goal for many employers, at least to the extent of compliance with their responsi-
bilities under employment law (Boxall and Purcell, 2008; Lees, 1997). The larger
firms, in particular, are affected by employment regulation and by prevailing social
views on what sort of voice practices are appropriate. Multinationals are increas-
ingly under scrutiny, not only in their rich country operations but in terms of the
way they and their contractors employ labour in the Third World (Boxall and
Purcell, 2008). Use of illegal migrant workers and non-compliance with the min-
imum wage are practices that can survive in small firms outside the public gaze
(Edwards and Ram, 2006) but are much less likely to characterize firms which are
‘household names’. A more demanding model of employment citizenship, incorp-
orating initiatives in work-life balance and employee support, is characteristic of
a range of the more prominent firms, including those wishing to be perceived as
‘employers of choice’ (Boxall and Purcell, 2008).

The need for social legitimacy, as an end in itself, is thus an explanation for why we
tend to see certain similar patterns in employee voice across the larger organizations
in particular societies and contrasts with organizations in other societies. There are
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major differences between voice practices in the Anglo-American liberal market
economies, where voice regulation is less extensive, and those in the ‘social partner-
ship’ societies of Western Europe where union power is much more institutionalized
(Freeman et al., 2007; Marchington, 2007; Paauwe and Boselie, 2003, 2007).

As with economic goals, where we see both attempts to stabilize cost-effectiveness
in the short run and attempts to build some capacity for change if firms are to
survive into the long run, the socio-political goals of HRM have a dynamic
dimension (Boxall, 2007). As time goes by, management exhibits a fundamental
desire to enhance its autonomy or power to act in the governance of the workplace
(Bendix, 1956). Gospel (1973) refers to management as having a less openly
acknowledged ‘security objective’ alongside the profit (cost-effectiveness) motive,
a goal to maximize managerial control over an uncertain environment including
threats to its power from work groups and trade unions. Thus, while management
is generally concerned about social legitimacy, at least to the extent of legal
compliance in societies where there is a risk of legal enforcement or public rebuke,
and sometimes well beyond this, we also observe management playing a longer run
political game. The natural tendency of management is to act, over time, to
enhance its room to manoeuvre. This is evident in the way multinational firms
tend to favour investment in countries with less demanding labour market regu-
lations (Cooke 2001, 2007). It is evident at industry and societal levels, in the
tendency of employer federations to lobby, over time, for greater freedom
to manage and to resist new employment regulations seen to be diminishing
managerial prerogative.

The autonomy motive helps to explain why the forms of voice that management
has fostered over recent years, as unions have declined, are very largely those which
are either direct between management and employee or those which foster non-
union representative voice. Management clearly intends that these forms of voice
will either lift productivity without challenging managerial power or provide
consensus around the implementation of major workforce decisions.> On the
other hand, the need to make labour cost effective in its specific product market
means that managers will act to restrain their own autonomy when the benefits of
enhancing employee autonomy outweigh the costs. Where productivity or service
quality are highly sensitive to employee discretionary judgement and employee
commitment levels, as in high-tech manufacturing and knowledge-intensive
services, management is much more likely to set out to empower workers through
high-involvement work systems, as we have noted. Such a process, however, does
not necessarily proceed without political contestation within the management layers
of large organizations. Batt (2004: 206—7) provides a vivid illustration of this point
where a successful initiative introducing self-managing teams, measured in terms of
economic benefits, was abandoned because ‘the voluntary cooperation of super-
visors and middle managers was not forthcoming’. In this particular case, front
line managers felt threatened by self-managing teams. In the ensuing managerial



44 AN HRM PERSPECTIVE

politics, the cost of pushing through worker voice in the form or autonomous
teams, even though it had great benefits, was too high when opposed by them. Such
an illustration reinforces the point that the management of employee voice can be as
much about politics within management, as it is about economic rationality.

How cAN Voice OUTCOMES BE IMPROVED
FOR FIRMS AND WORKERS?

This brings us naturally to the question of how voice outcomes might be improved
for firms and workers. Such a question involves looking at the converging and
diverging interests of these parties. Our argument here is framed in terms of
underpinning principles rather than ‘best practices’ (Boxall and Purcell, 2008). It
is not appropriate, as indicated in our discussion of the analytical approach to
HRM, to consider particular voice practices, or even sets of practices, as ‘cure-alls’

The first principle that we see in the data is that it is in both management and
worker interests for managers to continue to expand direct forms of voice. That
management is, in general, politically comfortable with this, and sees productivity
advantages, has been indicated in our review of the what, how, and why of
management behaviour but there is also a powerful congruence with worker
interests. In Anglo-American workplaces, workers have generally been responding
positively to the direct voice opportunities developed by management because they
typically like to increase their control over their working environment (Boxall et al.,
2007a; Harley et al., 2007; Macky and Boxall, 2007). The empowerment that comes
with greater involvement in decision making is generally appealing to workers
providing it is not accompanied by work intensification (Macky and Boxall, 2008).
There is something motivating and affirming when a worker’s direct managers
listen and act on his or her ideas that cannot be replicated by indirect, more distal
forms of voice (Purcell and Georgiardis, 2007). The extension of direct voice is a
principle that can be applied across all sizes of organizations but it does require
cost-effective application to continue to work in the interests of firms. There are
many situations in which management will decide it is not cost effective to go as far
as full-blown high-involvement work systems because the costs of increased train-
ing and performance incentives are not going to deliver an adequate payback
(Cappelli and Neumark, 2001; Way, 2002).

The second principle we see in the data is that the larger organizations also have
something to gain from expanding indirect voice to improve communication, solve
problems jointly, and harness cooperative energies in areas such as training, career
development, and work design. Again, there is a congruence with worker interests,
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particularly when employee representatives are drawn from the total workforce: adopt-
ing an inclusive approach is more in touch with the current cultural climate or zeitgeist.
This more comprehensive, more universal approach to representative voice can sit
alongside union voice, creating a more effective kind of dual voice, as British employers
have shown (Charlwood and Terry, 2007; Purcell and Georgiadis, 2007). In large
organizations which are non-unionized, it is also in employer and employee interests
to institute representative voice although this option is not legally available under the
inflexible regime of employment law that prevails in the USA (Boxall et al., 2007a).
There are, however, ways in which voice regimes can be improved which will
not be introduced without management opposition. This is due to the ongoing
prevalence of union representation gaps. Surveys across the Anglo-American
world find that around one in three workers in non-union firms would be
likely to vote for a union (Boxall et al., 2007a). Some of this support is soft or
hypothetical, and does not materialize when workers are actually faced with a real
union choice, but much of it does reflect an objective need for better voice. The
workers who express frustrated demand for unionism are often young or on low
incomes and are disproportionately located in workplaces with large numbers of
problems. Their employers are unlikely to invite unions in to represent them and,
for their part, unions face difficulties organizing or even locating these workplaces.
Because the natural tendency of management is to avoid restraints on its own
power, providing better voice opportunities to these workers is more likely to
come from government interventions that extend requirements for representative
forms of voice. An enlightened approach to such regulation, however, would be to
empower worker choice as to the form this voice takes, allowing for both union
and non-union forms of representation. It is the failure to enable the direct parties
to make sensible, local arrangements which has so constrained the evolution of
employee voice in the United States, restricting the capacity of firms and workers
to experiment with more cooperative styles of engagement (Boxall et al., 2007a).

CONCLUSIONS

Analytical HRM aims to identify what managers do, examine how they go about it,
understand why they do it, and assess who benefits from it. It privileges research
and explanation over prescription. This chapter has applied an analytical HRM
approach to the study of contemporary patterns of employee representation and
participation. Rather than ditching employee voice as trade unionism and collect-
ive bargaining have receded, management has fostered major changes in how
employee voice is expressed. Direct forms of voice have multiplied throughout
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the Anglo-American world. Outside the USA, indirect forms of voice have become
more diverse: in large firms, management has used a more flexible regulatory
framework to foster dual or hybrid systems in unionized environments and, to
some extent, non-union representative regimes outside them. The motives behind
managerial behaviour are both economic and socio-political. Managers tend to be
most comfortable with voice practices that improve economic outcomes, primarily
to do with cost-effectiveness, while also preserving as much management auton-
omy or power as possible. On the other hand, managers of firms, particularly the
larger firms, need to have regard to social legitimacy, both in their domestic and in
their international operations. Legal compliance is a baseline goal for many firms
and some aspire to a level of employment citizenship which goes well beyond this.
In terms of the larger HR systems and organizational patterns in which voice
practices are embedded, there are two important trends. In some situations, such as
high-tech manufacturing and knowledge-intensive services, where managers see them
as cost-effective, and in which managerial politics are supportive, there has been a
growth of high-involvement work systems. HIWSs not only enlarge worker voice but
make costly-investments in employee skills and performance incentives. This means
these systems are typically not economic in labour-intensive industries where firms face
tough, low-cost competition and are unable to develop a barrier to such competition
through differentiation. The prognosis for employee voice is therefore one in which
diversity in management behaviour will continue. While we anticipate that direct voice
practices will remain broadly appealing to management and workers, the growth of full-
blown, high-involvement work systems is likely to be much spottier, depending very
much on management’s assessment of the global economics of the industries in which
they are competing. In those situations where worker demand for union representation
is frustrated, management is unlikely to reform voluntarily: social regulation will be
needed. However, it will stand a much better chance of succeeding if it allows managers
and workers to make flexible choices in the forms that representative voice can take.

NoTES

1. For the Arabian Society of Human Resource Management, see http://www.ashrm.com/
about/

2. This is the UK’s Workplace Employment Relations Survey. Five surveys have been con-
ducted over the last twenty-six years. They are comprehensive, representative assess-
ments of employee and managerial opinion and financial performance in British
workplaces. Arguably, they provide the UK with much better data on the state of its
workplace relations than any other country in the world.

3. Within the EU, labour law establishes that in business transfers and major redundancy
programmes employee representatives must be consulted for the duration of the change
programme.


http://www.ashrm.com/about/
http://www.ashrm.com/about/

AN HRM PERSPECTIVE 47

REFERENCES

APPELBAUM, E., BAILEY, T., BERG, P., and KALLEBERG, A. (2000) Manufacturing Advantage:
why High-Performance Systems Pay off. Ithaca, NY: ILR Press.

AYcAN, Z. (2005) ‘The Interplay between Cultural and Institutional/Structural Contingen-
cies in Human Resource Management Practices, International Journal of Human Resource
Management, 16(7): 1083—119.

Bach, S. and KEessLER, 1. (2007) ‘Human Resource Management and the New Public
Management, in P. Boxall, J. Purcell, and P. Wright (eds), The Oxford Handbook of
Human Resource Management. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

BatT, R. (2004) ‘Who Benefits from Teams? Comparing Workers, Supervisors, and
Managers’, Industrial Relations, 43(1): 183—212.

and DOELLGAST, V. (2005) ‘Groups, Teams, and the Division of Labor’, in S. Ackroyd, R.
Batt, P. Thompson, and P. Tolbert (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Work and Organization.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

BEER, M., SPECTOR, B., LAWRENCE, P., QUINN M1LLs, D., and WaLTON, R. (1984) Managing
Human Assets. New York: Free Press.

BenDix, R. (1956) Work and Authority in Industry. Berkeley, CA: UCLA Press.

BLAUNER, R. (1964) Alienation and Freedom: The Factory Worker and His Industry. Chicago,
IL: University of Chicago Press.

BoxaLL, P. (2003) ‘HR Strategy and Competitive Advantage in the Service Sector’, Human
Resource Management Journal, 13(3): 5—20.

(2007) ‘The Goals of HRM) in P. Boxall, J. Purcell, and P. Wright (eds),

The Oxford Handbook of Human Resource Management. Oxford: Oxford University

Press.

FrReeMAN, R., and HavNEs, P. (2007a) ‘Conclusion: What Workers Say in the

Anglo-American World, in R. Freeman, P. Boxall, and P. Haynes (eds), What

Workers Say: Employee Voice in the Anglo-American World. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University

Press.

and PURCELL, J. (2008) Strategy and Human Resource Management. Basingstoke and
New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

——PURCELL, J., and WRIGHT, P. (2007b) ‘Human Resource Management: Scope, Analysis,
and Significance’, in P. Boxall, J. Purcell, and P. Wright (eds), The Oxford Handbook of
Human Resource Management. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

BrRewsSTER, C. (1999) ‘Different Paradigms in Strategic HRM: Questions Raised by
Comparative Research’, in P. Wright, L. Dyer, J. Boudreau, and G. Milkovich (eds),
Research in Personnel and Human Resource Management (Supplement 4: Strategic
Human Resources Management in the Twenty-First Century). Stamford, CT: JAI
Press.

CampoLIETI, M., GoMEZ, R., and GUNDERSON, M. (2007) ‘Say What? Employee Voice in
Canada), in R. Freeman, P. Boxall, and P. Haynes (eds), What Workers Say: Employee Voice
in the Anglo-American Workplace. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

CarpeLLl, P. and NEUMARK, D. (2001) ‘Do “High Performance” Work Practices Im-
prove Establishment Level Outcomes?’ Industrial and Labor Relations Review, 54(4):
737-76.




48 AN HRM PERSPECTIVE

CHALLIS, D., SaMsoN, D., and LAwsoN, B. (2005) ‘Impact of Technological, Organizational
and Human Resource Investments on Employee and Manufacturing Performance:
Australian and New Zealand Evidence’, International Journal of Production Research,
43(1): 81-107.

CHARLWOOD, A. and TERRY, M. (2007) “21-Century Models of Employee Representa-
tion: Structures, Processes and Outcomes’, Industrial Relations Journal, 38(4):
320-37.

Cookg, F. L. (2004) ‘Foreign Firms in China: Modelling HRM in a Toy Manufacturing
Corporation’, Human Resource Management Journal, 14(3): 31-52.

Cookg, W. N. (2001) ‘The Effects of Labor Costs and Workplace Constraints on Foreign
Direct Investment among Highly Industrialised Countries, International Journal of
Human Resource Management, 12(5): 697—716.

(2007) ‘Multinational Companies and Global Human Resource Strategy’, in P. Boxall,
J. Purcell, and P. Wright (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Human Resource Management.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Cox, A., ZAGELMEYER, S., and MARCHINGTON, M. (2006) ‘Embedding Employee In-
volvement and Participation at Work’, Human Resource Management Journal, 16(3):
250—67.

Dunpon, T. and Gorran, P. (2007) ‘Re-conceptualizing Voice in the Non-Union Work-
place’, International Journal of Human Resource Management, 18(7): 1182—98.

Epwarps, P. and Ram, M. (2006) ‘Surviving on the Margins of the Economy: Working
Relationships in Small, Low-Wage Firms’, Journal of Management Studies, 43(4):
895—916.

Forth, J., BEwLEY, H., and Bryson, A. (2006) Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises:
Findings from the 2004 Workplace Employment Relations Survey. London: Department
of Trade and Industry.

FrReEeMAN, R., BoxaLri, P, and HaynEs, P. (2007) ‘Introduction: The Anglo-American
Economies and Employee Voice’, in R. Freeman, P. Boxall, and P. Haynes (eds), What
Workers Say: Employee Voice in the Anglo-American Workplace. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press.

GODARD, J. and DELANEY, J. (2000) ‘Reflections on the “High Performance” Paradigm’s
Implications for Industrial Relations as a Field’, Industrial and Labor Relations Review,
15(3): 482—502.

GorraN, P. and WiLkiNsON, A. (2007) ‘Contemporary Developments in Information
and Consultation’, International Journal of Human Resource Management, 18(7):
1133—44.

GOODERHAM, P., NorDHAUG, O., and RiNGDAL, K. (1999) ‘Institutional and Rational
Determinants of Organizational Practices: Human Resource Management in European
Firms’, Administrative Science Quarterly, 44: 507—31.

GospeL, H. (1973) ‘An Approach to a Theory of the Firm in Industrial Relations’, British
Journal of Industrial Relations, 11(2): 211—28.

GRIMSHAW, D., MARCHINGTON, M., WiLLMoTT, H., and RUBERY, J. (2005) ‘Introduction:
Fragmenting Work Across Organizational Boundaries, in M. Marchington,
D. Grimshaw, J. Rubery, and H. Willmott (eds), Fragmenting Work: Blurring
Organizational Boundaries and Disordering Hierarchies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.




AN HRM PERSPECTIVE 49

GuEsT, D. (2002) ‘Human Resource Management, Corporate Performance and Employee
Well-Being: Building the Worker into HRM, Journal of Industrial Relations, 44(3):
335-58.

(2007) ‘HRM and the Worker: Towards a New Psychological Contract?’ in P. Boxall,
J. Purcell, and P. Wright (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Human Resource Management.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hatrt, M., HUTCHINSON, S., PARKER, J., PURCELL, J., and TERRY, M. (2007) ‘Implementa-
tion of Information and Consultation: Early Experiences, Employment Relations Res-
earch Series no. 88. London: Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory
Reform.

HaRrLEy, B., ALLEN, B., and SARGENT, L. (2007) ‘High Performance Work Systems and
Employee Experience of Work in the Service Sector: The Case of Aged Care’, British
Journal of Industrial Relations, 45(3): 607—33.

Haynes, P. and FrYER, G. (2000) ‘Human Resources, Service Quality and Performance: A
Case Study, International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 12(4):
240—48.

HUNTER, L. (2000) ‘What Determines Job Quality in Nursing Homes?” Industrial and Labor
Relations Review, 53(3): 463-81.

JacksoN, S. and SCHULER, R. (1995) ‘Understanding Human Resource Management in
the Context of Organizations and their Environments, Annual Review of Psychology, 46:
237—64.

KELLEY, M. (2000) ‘The Participatory Bureaucracy: A Structural Explanation for the Effects
of Group-Based Employee Participation Programs on Productivity in the Machined
Products Sector’, in C. Ichniowski, D. Levine, C. Olson, and G. Strauss (eds), The
American Workplace: Skills, Compensation and Employee Involvement. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

KEeRrSLEY, B., ALPIN, C., FOrTH, J., BRYSON, A., BEWLEY, H., D1x, G., and OXENBRIDGE, S.
(2006) Inside the Workplace: Findings from the 2004 Workplace Employment Relations
Survey. London: Routledge.

KoNZELMANN, S., FORRANT, R., and WiLkiNson, F. (2004) ‘Work Systems, Corporate
Strategy and Global Markets: Creative Shop Floors or “A Barge Mentality”?’ Industrial
Relations Journal, 35(3): 216—32.

LEEs, S. (1997) ‘HRM and the Legitimacy Market), International Journal of Human Resource
Management, 8(3): 226—43.

LeGGe, K. (1978) Power, Innovation, and Problem-Solving in Personnel Management.
London: McGraw-Hill.

LerAk, D. and SNELL, S. (2007) ‘Employment Sub-Systems and the “HR Architecture” ’, in
P. Boxall, J. Purcell, and P. Wright (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Human Resource
Management. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

MacDurrig, J. (1995) ‘Human Resource Bundles and Manufacturing Performance:
Organizational Logic and Flexible Production Systems in the World Auto Industry,
Industrial and Labor Relations Review, 48(2): 197—221.

Macky, K. and Boxatt, P. (2007) ‘The Relationship Between High-Performance Work
Practices and Employee Attitudes: An Investigation of Additive and Interaction Effects’,
International Journal of Human Resource Management, 18(4): 537—67.




50 AN HRM PERSPECTIVE

MAcky, K. and BoxaLi, P. (2008) ‘High-Involvement Work Processes, Work Intensification
and Employee Well-Being: A Study of New Zealand Worker Experiences’, Asia Pacific
Journal of Human Resources, 46(1): 38—55.

MARCHINGTON, M. (2007) ‘Employee Voice Systems), in P. Boxall, J. Purcell, and P. Wright
(eds), The Oxford Handbook of Human Resource Management. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

and GruguLs, L. (2000) © “Best practice” Human Resource Management: Perfect
Opportunity or Dangerous Illusion?’, International Journal of Human Resource Manage-
ment, 11(6) 1104—24.

OsTERMAN, P. (1987) ‘Choice of Employment Systems in Internal Labor Markets’, Industrial
Relations, 26(1): 46—67.

PAAUWE, J. and BosELIE, P. (2003) ‘Challenging “Strategic HRM” and the Relevance of the
Institutional Setting’, Human Resource Management Journal, 13(3): 56—70.

(2007) ‘Human Resource Management and Societal Embeddedness’, in P. Boxall,
J. Purcell, and P. Wnght (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Human Resource Management.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

PEeL, S. and BoxaLL, P. (2005) ‘When is Contracting Preferable to Employment? An
Exploration of Management and Worker Perspectives’, Journal of Management Studies,
42(8): 1675-97.

PFEEFER, J. (1994) Competitive Advantage Through People. Boston, MA: Harvard Business
School Press.

(1998) The Human Equation: Building Profits by Putting People First. Boston, MA:
Harvard Business School Press.

PINFIELD, L. and BERNER, M. (1994) ‘Employment Systems: Toward a Coherent Concep-
tualisation of Internal Labour Markets, Research in Personnel and Human Resources
Management, 12: 41-78.

PoutsMma, E., LiGTHART, P., and VEErRSMA, U. (2006) ‘The Diffusion of Calculative and
Collaborative HRM Practices in European Firms), Industrial Relations, 45(4): 513—46.

PURrCELL J. and AHLSTRAND, B. (1994) Human Resource Management in the Multidivisional
Company. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

and Georaiabis, K. (2007) “Why Should Employers Bother with Worker Voice?’ in

R. Freeman, P. Boxall, and P. Haynes (eds), What Workers Say: Employee Voice in the

Anglo-American Workplace. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

and HuTcHINSON, S. (2007) ‘Front-Line Managers as Agents in the HRM-Performance

Causal Chain: Theory, Analysis and Evidence, Human Resource Management Journal, 17(1):

3—20.

KinNNIE, N., HUTCHINSON, S., RAYTON, B., and SwART, J. (2003) Understanding the
People and Performance Link: Unlocking the Black Box. London: CIPD.

SuN, L-Y., ArYEg, S., and Law, K. (2007) ‘High-Performance Human Resource Practices,
Citizenship Behaviour, and Organizational Performance: A Relational Perspective),
Academy of Management Journal, 50(3): 558—77.

TEICHER, J., HOLLAND, P., PYymAN, A., and COOPER, B. (2007) ‘Australian Workers: Finding
their Voice?’ in R. Freeman, P. Boxall, and P. Haynes (eds), What Workers Say: Employee
Voice in the Anglo-American Workplace. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

WaLL, T., CorBETT, M., MARTIN, R., CLEGG, C., and Jackson, P. (1990) ‘Advanced
Manufacturing Technology, Work Design and Performance: A Change Study’, Journal
of Applied Psychology, 75(6): 691-97.

<«




AN HRM PERSPECTIVE 51

WaLt, T., JacksoN, P., and Davips, K. (1992) ‘Operator Work Design and Robotics System
Performance’, Journal of Applied Psychology, 77(3): 353—62.

Wartson, T. (2005) ‘Organizations, Strategies and Human Resourcing, in J. Leopold,
L. Harris, and T. Watson (eds), The Strategic Managing of Human Resources. Harlow:
Pearson Education.

Way, S. (2002) ‘High Performance Work Systems and Intermediate Indicators of Firm
Performance within the US Small Business Sector’, Journal of Management, 28(6): 765—85.

WiLLmaN, P, Bryson, A., and Gomez, R. (2007) ‘The Long Goodbye: New Establishments

and the Fall of Union Voice in Britain, International Journal of Human Resource
Management, 18(7): 1318—34.



CHAPTER 3

AN INDUSTRIAL
RELATIONS
PERSPECTIVE ON
EMPLOYEE
PARTICIPATION

PETER ACKERS

If we look back to the days of James Morrison [an early socialist] and
then re-examine our own times, it is true that we shall find some people
who have learnt nothing since 1833, and still repeat old words or deeds as
if nothing has changed’

(Coates and Topham, 1970: xxv)

INTRODUCTION: BRITISH IR
PERSPECTIVES—SIX HISTORICAL
INSTANCES

InpusTRIAL Relations (IR) has two historical meanings. In one usage, the term
describes public policy and the employment practices of employers and unions. But
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IR also refers to a specific academic perspective, centred on certain normative and
theoretical principles. Since the latter discipline or field has been highly policy
orientated, and at times has both shaped public policy and organizational practice
and been shaped by them, it is easy to conflate the two (Ackers and Wilkinson,
2008). As Kaufman (2004) has argued, it is instructive to trace this historical
interplay of ‘events’ and ‘ideas. Thus, the varying approaches of academic IR to
organizational participation have tended to respond to policy and practice devel-
opments in the real world of a given society. Intellectuals have not simply echoed
these, but have elaborated their own novel theories of participation in response to
them. Moreover, participation theorists have rarely been purely pragmatic in their
response and instead have drawn on wider ideologies, which have shaped their
proposals for reforming the employment relationship.

Over the twentieth century, Anglo-American IR writers constructed a powerful
realist, pluralist conventional wisdom that participation should centre exclusively
on collective bargaining with unions, which they termed joint regulation; an
approach that reflected the mainstream preference of their own, highly pragmatic
working-class movements. At first sight, therefore, academic IR appears to hold a
common outlook on participation and a disciplinary story of ever increasing
influence, followed by precipitate decline. Kaufman (2004, 2008) has conducted a
persuasive post-mortem on the rise and fall of American academic IR, identifying a
rigid and narrow view of participation as the chronic disease that is killing the
patient. Accordingly, John Commons and the early Institutional Labour Econo-
mists took a catholic view of the employment relationship: favouring the growth of
unions and collective bargaining, but also valuing progressive non-union com-
panies and the sort of participation programmes—profit sharing, consultation
committees, teamwork—that later would be associated with human relations.
This is the trend that I term managerial participation, because it is driven by
management, though it may also have substantial benefits for employees.

With the strongly pro-union ideology of Roosevelt’s 1930s New Deal, however,
American IR turned its back on this tradition. A strong hostility to non-union
forms of employee representation was coupled with an exclusive focus on unions
and collective bargaining. Managerial proponents of personnel management and
human relations were eased out of the then powerful American academic IR
community. Jacoby’s (1997) parallel history of the American welfare capitalism in
practice has documented how this preference of the labour movement and its
academic IR sympathisers for arms-length collective bargaining and scientific
management, not only deprived workers of more humanistic forms of work,
but also hampered productivity in the unionized sector—once large non-union
organizations came back into their own from the 1950s onwards. In short, the
American IR community shunned other non-union forms of participation for
decades and then suffered the consequences, both in the university and the
workplace, once management practice and social science debate moved elsewhere.
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There are some similarities in the British experience, discussed below, but only
some. As I have argued elsewhere, there are also important differences (Ackers,
2005). American unions went into decline in the 1960s, now cover only a small
fraction of the workforce, and have dragged down academic IR with them. The
same danger is apparent in Britain. Recently, Terry (2004) declared ‘the end of joint
regulation’, the mainline that pluralist IR thought has travelled for almost a century
(see also Purcell, 1993). However, the decline of unions and collective bargaining
only began in 1979 and coverage still extends to a substantial, if shrinking, section
of the workforce. In addition, British IR academics remain a strong force in the new
field of human resource management (HRM), including research on participation,
and work closely with other critical European social scientists.

A second, crucial characteristic of the British academic IR tradition also distin-
guishes it from America and connects it to continental European and global
experience—from France to India—especially in the area of participation. This is
the historical dialogue with Marxism and associated socialist ideas about workers
control. The relative absence of this debate makes the historical experience of
American IR exceptional and particular. For whereas the Americans produced a
cohesive, highly institutionalized academic IR tradition from the 1920s onwards,
centred largely on public policy problem solving, British IR thought was formed in
a more open and fluid intellectual arena, and engaged in fundamental European
debates about the nature of capitalist society as well as pragmatic policy responses
to national problems. All the thinkers discussed here reflect this wider socialist and
social democratic debate and, among them, only Clegg could be defined in narrow
terms as an IR specialist. For British IR barely existed as an institutionalized,
academic field—with university courses and departments—before the emergence
of the Oxford School in the 1950s (Ackers and Wilkinson, 2003, 2005). This
different ideological context made for a much more hotly contested debate about
organizational participation, which continues to this day.

My chapter traces the argument between the British theorists of mainstream IR
realism and their utopian ‘workers control’ protagonists." In the background,
outside the mainstream IR community, runs a third, largely forgotten, widely
despised, managerial or unitarist view of organizational participation, as practiced
on an ad hoc basis by a deviant group of British employers over the years and
theorized by the human relations school from the 1940s onwards (Fox, 1966). My
approach here is highly selective and illustrative, rather than comprehensive. I have
chosen six historical examples of British IR (broadly defined) approaches to
organizational participation, which demonstrate the long and recurring intellec-
tual dispute between radical utopians and pluralist realists.

We commence with the cooperative co-partnership movement, which carried
Robert Owen’s workplace micro-utopia into the twentieth century. Next, Beatrice
and later Sidney Webb responded with a blistering social science critique and in
Industrial Democracy (1897) founded the Anglo-American IR realist tradition.
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Until the 1980s, all subsequent IR debates about participation were a response to
them. G. D. H Cole developed Guild Socialism, an influential macro-utopian
riposte, during the first half of the century. After that, in the social democratic
1950s, came Hugh Clegg, a key figure in modern British IR, who reformulated
Webbian realism with the explicit normative proposition that the best and only
true form of industrial democracy was collective bargaining by unions. From 1968,
however, there was a New Left return to utopian enthusiasms with the Institute of
Workers Control, led by Ken Coates and Tony Topham, who rejected the Webbs
and Clegg and revived Cole.

The chapter concludes with some research that I have been involved with over
recent decades—as part of the Marchington et al. team—to illustrate how far even
IR realists have shifted off the old collective bargaining axis. This cannot speak for all
the many recent studies of organizational participation, but it does indicate how the
mainstream academic mentality has changed. I argue that, by 1979, British utopians
and realists had fought themselves to a standstill, leading to the silent triumph, by
default, of Employee Involvement (EI). This predominantly managerial perspective,
shaped by human relations and deviant company practice, had laid in wait for much
of last the century. For the past three decades, however, popular management theory
has projected EI as a managerial utopia of the neo-unitarist business organization; a
happy team of committed employees led by charismatic managers (Ackers, 1994).
At the more down to earth level of everyday business practice, EI techniques are now
the only channel for employee voice in most British organizations. In this light, the
old IR realism has begun to seem increasingly utopian, as its pluralist normative
vision of organizations jointly regulated by unions has become detached from the
social science reality of a largely non-union workforce regulated by employers and
the law (Ackers and Wilkinson, 2008). Neo-pluralist IR has been left with the task
of analysing this new workplace reality, while holding firm to the social
science scepticism and concern for employees of the old realism (Ackers, 2002).
The research by Marchington et al. is just one illustration of the more measured, less
normatively ambitious, contemporary realist approach to participation.

LitTLE UTOPIAS: CHRISTIAN SOCIALISTS
AND WORKER COOPERATIVES IN THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY’

As a historian of British cooperation has observed: ‘It is a strange fact that most of the
promoters of the Consumer Cooperative Movement were, during the second half of
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the last century, more concerned with the role of workers than that of consumers’
(Burchall, 1994: 102; see also Backstrom, 1974). Although the Christian Socialists were
middle-class idealists, they constructed their workers’ control utopia in response to
real changes in British society. In particular, there was the early growth of the British
cooperative and labour movement and the disillusionment of male skilled workers
with mass production and deskilling in industries, such as hosiery and footwear (Fox,
1958). These were practical, moderate, small-scale experiments in the spirit of Robert
Owen, leading to a minor but resilient movement of worker cooperatives. Producer
cooperation had been an integral part of the original British cooperative ideal, yet as
consumer cooperation grew to become a major national economic and social force, a
sharp ideological divide emerged between those ‘idealists’ who championed a dem-
ocracy of producers and the ‘practical’ advocates of a democracy of consumers.
Supporters of cooperative workers control argued that workers should be given
sovereignty and control within the productive sphere, as well as the first call on
profits. Employee participation would engender good workplace relations, and,
hence, contribute to higher business efficiency.

The first attempt to put this ideal into practice created the short-lived, self-
governing workshops of the 1850s. The second wave of producer cooperation in
the 1860s and 1870s embraced a wider range of investors—including retail coopera-
tives, the two national societies, unions, individual Christian Socialists and
workers—and exhibited a more diverse stakeholder pattern of ownership and
control. Most of these also failed, but the need to marry worker participation with
external investment funds and consumer cooperative links created the germ of the
cooperative co-partnership idea. The Co-operative Productive Federation (CPF)
was founded in 1882, in direct response to the defeat of the worker participation
ideal within the mainstream consumer cooperative movement. The Labour Co-
partnership Association (LCA), founded two years later, in 1884, held a broader
and looser propaganda brief to spread the gospel of copartnership in industry, not
only through producer cooperatives, but also through more managerial worker
shareholdings and bonus schemes in conventional, capitalist business organizations.
Again, this plotted a participation road ‘not taken” by mainstream British academic IR.

Although each member of the CPF had its own constitutional peculiarities, the
basic model was as follows (Burchall, 1994: 102—7). All members or shareholders
had one vote, no matter how much share capital they held, and elected the
management committee. Represented on this were members employed by the
society, individual members not so employed, and other cooperative societies.
No member had any right to employment, though in practice societies endeav-
oured to employ as many members as was commercially possible. The general
manager was appointed by the management committee which exercised a stronger
oversight than a normal company board of directors. Net profits were devoted first
to a 5 per cent dividend on shares, followed by some further division between workers,
customers, shareholders, educational, and providential funds. Usually workers
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could not take their share of the profits in cash until they had accumulated the
requisite sum in the shares of the society.

Thus, while co-partnership did not amount to a straightforward workers’
control, this model did depart radically from the conventional business organiza-
tion, by offering the workers a substantial share in profits, at least a place on the
board, and, in many versions, majority control. Such schemes remained marginal
to the national cooperative movement, let alone the mainstream capitalist world of
work. They are interesting today as the embodiment of a utopian idea, found, for
instance, in the Leicester Equity and Anchor shoemaking worker cooperatives; the
latter with its own cooperative ‘garden suburb’ (Ackers, 2000). This practical
dream of a non-capitalist workplace, owned and controlled by its workers, was to
become—under the influence of Marxist socialism—ever grander and more re-
mote from everyday organizational life.

REALISM: THE WEBBS AND INDUSTRIAL
DEMocRAcy (1897)

Industrial Democracy is widely regarded as the foundation text of Anglo-American
IR and the ultimate source of the realist view that strong unions and collective
bargaining represent the royal road to participation. One obvious stimulus was the
rise of the modern, mass trade union movement, after the 1889 ‘New Unionism’
strikes of unskilled workers in the docks and gasworks. Earlier, the Webbs had
identified consumer cooperation as the key industrial institution for the perme-
ation of Fabian socialist ideas, while Labour had yet to emerge as a potential
national political party. But, by 1897, they had recognized the new potential of
the unions as a force in British society. Their classic study is also significant because
it bridges prescription and description, or normative theory and social science
research and analysis. The Preface includes a substantial discussion of sociological
methods. This became a central feature of the realist approach, which was con-
cerned to ground discussions about the future of participation in a critical,
empirical understanding of current industry developments.

The arguments of Industrial Democracy, however, also rested on Beatrice’s
earlier, withering social science critique of workers’ control in the cooperative
movement (Potter, 1895). Her realist response to these utopian ideas sets the tone
for the modern British IR debate over participation. In their later joint work, the
Webbs contended that producer cooperation was a form of selfish ‘individualism),
to which they counterpoised the more expansive social vision of ‘federal’ consumer
cooperation. Worker-controlled societies were doomed to fail, either as businesses
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or as ‘democracies of producers’ (Webb and Webb, 1921: 463-8). Workers’ control
would interfere unduly with efficient, professional management, undermine work
discipline and thus render the business inefficient; or succeed only in creating
closet semi-capitalist societies, which pursued their own selfish interest at the
expense of other workers. The Webbs thus furnished academic IR with some of
the standard arguments that have been deployed against ‘isolated’ forms of workers
cooperation ever since. Their dismissive view of direct participation has resurfaced
in two versions: the realist IR view that the only feasible form of participation is
representative collective bargaining; and the big utopian claim that the only feasible
alternative to managerial pseudo participation is the annexation of the entire
capitalist system under workers” control.

To their credit, the Webbs did pioneer an empirical social science analysis in
their studies of both unions and cooperatives as channels for participation. Bea-
trice’s ‘ruthlessly logical’ (Burchall, 1994: 106) analysis of the CPF statistics for 1890
was later complimented by a longitudinal comparison of the Cooperative Union
returns for 1890 and 1913 (Webb and Webb, 1921). Here they tried to gauge the level
of participation according to the proportion of the management committee that
were employees and then labelled the producer cooperatives as self-governing,
partially autonomous or dependent on the stores. Jones (1976: 43—5) argues that
the ‘Webbs’ ideological stance impaired their objectivity and that as a result their
data were misleading and inadequate’ Cooperatives under workers’ control were
hard to isolate in the statistics—demonstrating the limitations of this method—
while ‘success’ was hard to define and measure. According to Jones, far from bring
‘ill-adapted to survive’ (Potter, 1895: 156), cooperative co-partnerships outlasted
private businesses of a comparable size. Harrison (2000: 163, 177) also observes that
the Webbs’ attitude to worker cooperatives was partly a product of their ideological
architecture or ‘the tripartite conception of labour movement’. Hence, it suited
their emerging political strategy to see cooperation as the consumer arm of the
movement, with unions as the producer arms and, later, the Labour Party as the
political arm. Producer co-operatives muddied the water. Moreover, while Beatrice
‘recognized the moral excellence of collective self-help ... Her opposition to co-
operative production depended upon convictions about the efficient organization
of business and not upon hostility to self-management as such. Democratic
collectives might replace capitalists; but she denied that they could dispense with
the services of professional experts.” Behind the veil of social science realism lay
some strong normative assumptions.

Industrial Democracy (1897) synthesized the earlier critiques of worker cooperatives
and trade union ‘primitive’ direct democracy into the definitive statement on the role
of unions as representative bodies in the new industrial order (see also Webb and
Webb, 1894). As the title suggests, the Webbs saw union representation as the basis for
a new constitutional order in industry that complemented political democracy and
countered the power of employers. However, they were not concerned with workplace
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authority relations per se and their vision of participation made three rather
conservative realist assumptions. First, they saw industrial democracy primarily in
macro economic, instrumental terms, as a form of countervailing labour power that
would reduce inequality of outcomes and poverty in society. Second, they saw
collective bargaining as a useful vehicle for the correction of economic imbalances,
precisely because, unlike direct workers” control, it did not interfere with the man-
agerial decision making of the experts who would replace the old style capitalists in
their new collectivist social order. Finally, their limited interest in the process of
participation was reflected in the priority they gave to legal regulation over joint
regulation. If the state could abolish poverty and promote national efficiency in
pursuit of the utilitarian goal of the happiness of the greatest number, the precise
nature of organizational participation was a largely secondary issue.

Bic Urtoria: GDH CoLE AND
GUILD SOCIALISM BETWEEN
THE Two WORLD WARS?

The period just before and during the Great War (1914-1918) saw a new movement
of events and ideas. A pre-war strike wave, a wartime shop stewards’ movement
led by radical socialists, a union programme like The Miners Next Step, and ideas
of a big strike against capitalism and industrial unionism—all these turned the
attention of radical socialists away from parliamentary reform and towards
revolutionary Syndicalism (Wright, 1979). This was the movement of a small
minority within the trade union movement, but it caught the imagination of
one young socialist intellectual, G. D. H. Cole. Cole, among others, developed in
response a new blueprint for workers’ control within a putative Guild Socialist
society. Although these ideas now appear eccentric, Cole became the central
intellectual figure of the interwar British left, as Oxford Professor of Social and
Political Theory. He was never formally an IR academic—since such a role and
discipline barely existed in the interwar years—but all his work centred on the
labour movement and after the war he became a cruci