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ABSTRACT

Employee involvement (EI) has been the focus of considerable research on the
management of people in organizations, particularly on whether EI results in improved
employee attitudes and behaviours, and in turn company performance. Although EI
trends have continued to interest academics and practitioners and are well documented
In literature, the literature is relatively silent on studying EI schemes in relation to
gender. This thesis intends to reconcile this gap by examining differences between the
attitudes of men and women towards EI programmes. A second feature of this research
i1s its focus on a non-western context. This is important both in examining the issue of
gender in attitudes towards El, and expanding the cross-cultural validity of mainly
western-oriented research in the broader area of employee participation.

Given the above issues and the limited empirical evidence in the context of non-western
cultures, the current study sought to explore the attitudes towards EI in a Malaysian

context. Quality Circles (QC) and Employee Share Ownership Schemes (ESOS) were
the focus of the current study of EI. The general aim was to understand the relationship
between EI and employees’ organizational commitment and the effects of gender,
degree of participation, and management support within a Malaysian context.

Both quantitative and qualitative research approaches were used in a mixed methods

study. In the first stage, a survey questionnaire gathered data on employee attitudes from
217 respondents in three Malaysian public utility companies. This data was used to test
a series of hypotheses regarding the relationships between attitudes to the EI
programmes and organizational commitment, as well as the effects of gender,
participation in programmes, and supervisory support. A second qualitative stage used
semi structured interviews with management and focus groups with employees to
explore further the gender dimension and identify both differences and similarities in the

treatment of women at work and their experiences with EI.

The research found that there were no significant differences in the attitudes of men and
women towards EI schemes; nor were there any gender differences in wider work
related attitudes including organizational commitment, job satisfaction and attitudes
towards management. Men, however, were still more negative in their general attitudes
about women and work. The qualitative phase suggested that Malaysian organizations
need a more democratic culture and better support from superiors in order to make EI
schemes successful. It was also found that the practices of Malaysian organizations
mirrored the issues of stereotyping and lack of opportunities available to women as
compared to those of men, which are found in western literature. Overall, the findings of
the study served to enrich the EI literature, particularly with respect to the treatment of
women, and offered valuable guidelines for non-western organizations seeking to
improve the implementation of EI schemes.
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CHAPTER ONE
THESIS INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

Employee involvement (EI) programmes have become a popular management technique
for a number of reasons — as a means of: boosting productivity (Griffin, 1988; Klein,
1987; Walton, 1985); encouraging innovation and cutting costs (Juran,1964); improving
employee well-being (Freeman & Kleiner, 2003); inducing loyalty, reducing conflict,
and managing waste (Cole, 1990); increasing personal growth, feelings of
accomplishment, and satisfaction (Cotton et al. 1988; Leana et al., 1992); developing

more trust in management (Ben-Ner & Putterman, 2003; Jones & Kato, 2005); and

increasing quality (Ben-Ner & Putterman, 2003). Many studies also have shown a link

between EI programmes and employee commitment (Guest, 2000, 2001; Jones & Kato,
2005; Lawler 1986; Ramsay et al., 2000; Walton, 1985). Examples include companies

where equity has been transferred to employees (see Pendleton et al., 1998 or Klein,

1987), or where team-working programmes or the concept of empowerment have been
adopted (Lashley & McGoldrick, 1994).

The topic also has produced a considerable number of literature reviews since 1979 and
has generated a body of vigorous and continually evolving research. As Ledford and
Lawler (1994, p. 638) suggest “the attention given to these topics (employee
iInvolvement and participation) ...[is] evident of broad practitioner interest”. According
to surveys more than half of large firms in the USA, and an increasing number of firms
in Europe are reported to have initiated a variety of EI participation programmes, such
as quality circles, self-managing work teams, and task-groups in their work places
(Cook, 1990; Delaney et al.,, 1994; Lawler et al., 1992). Lawler, Mohrman, and
Ledford’s (1992) research indicated that the vast majority of large companies use

employee involvement practices, and that practitioners report these practices to be



successful. They also showed that intensity of their use is accelerating with practices

that represent the greatest degree of change for conventional bureaucratic organizations,

such as self-managed teams, showing the greatest increase in use.

In the human resource management literature, employee involvement has assumed a
central role (Beer et al., 1984; Buchanan & Storey, 1996; Fombrun, et al., 1984; Walton,
1984; Walton, 1985). It has become increasingly recognised that the need to harness
employees’ loyalty and creative potential is essential for not only organizational

development but also, as times of recession have shown, organizational survival. In

short, employee involvement has increasingly become a popular managerial initiative; it

IS an initiative controlled and implemented by management to enhance employee
commitment and to increase the quality of the product and service (Lashley, 1997;
Wilkinson, 1998). The popular idea of EI is that it is associated with improved job

attitudes and behaviours, and therefore operationally functional.

Although employee involvement trends have continued to interest academics and
practitioners and are well documented in the literature, the literature is relatively silent
when it comes to gender. Management theory is, even with an overwhelming amount of
empirical evidence, according to Wilson (1995), male-oriented because gender is not

considered as a variable, causing much management theory to be considered gender-
blind. There is also bias in studies on women in the workplace, where many researchers

question women’s commitment to the workplace (Bergmann, 1989; Hakim, 1996).

Two types of bias are evident in the literature. Some argue that there are gender
differences in men and women, but ignore these differences as the organization is

already gendered as masculine (Hare-Mustin & Marecek, 1988). Other research

highlights the presence of differences in gender, but those same differences help to

stereotype women in the workplace (ibid.).

133



In common with management theory generally, gender issues have not been a central

concern in EI literature. The present thesis intends to reconcile this gap by examining
differences between the attitudes of men and women towards EI programmes. Men and
women may experience El differently. As argued by Hakim (1996), women may be less
committed to work and as a matter of preference, would rather stay at home.
Alternatively, factors other than gender differences per se may keep women at home
rather than entering the workplace. A goal of the present research, therefore, is to
examine further why gender differences or similarities may exist in workplace attitudes,

particularly with respect to how men and women react to El initiatives.

A second feature of the present research is its focus on a non-western context. This is
important both in examining the issue of gender in attitudes towards EI, and in
expanding the cross-cultural validity of mainly western-orientated research. In Asian
cultures, as well as most other non-western cultures, the prevalent position is towards
male-dominated societies or for little or no access for women in the workplace, thus
reducing levels of participation for women (Woford, 2004). The nature of gender

differences in this context, particularly when EI initiatives are introduced, is an

important issue.

In addition, although the concept of EI has received the attention of both scholars and
practicing managers in Asian contexts, it must be questioned whether Asian managers
are equally as enthusiastic as western managers about this refined mode of human
resource management. Hofstede’s (2000) dimensions of culture showed that scores for
non-western and some western countries varied considerably. As the majority of
research reported in EI literature comes from North America and Europe, additional
research conducted with Asian managers and employees is likely to add to the body of

literature on cross-cultural management practices.

The main aim of this thesis, then, is to gain an understanding of EI and gender

differences in the Malaysian context. The choice to focus on EI initiatives in Malaysia



provides an insight into management practices in one of the non-western countries of the
world. El, in this research, is defined as a process of employee participation designed to
encourage greater responsibility and accountability, and to encourage job satisfaction
and employee commitment to organizational success. As well as contributing a cross-
cultural dimension to the significant body of western literature, then, the study is also
important to human resource managers in Malaysia who are contemplating adopting EI

practices widely used in North America and Europe.

The remainder of this chapter outlines the rationale for the approach taken in this study
of EI Firstly, the national focus of the present study — namely the implementation of EI
initiatives in the Malaysian context — is presented. The importance of cross-cultural
examinations of EI programmes in non-western countries, and the consideration of
gender, in this context is discussed. Secondly, the chapter presents the case for focusing
on one particular posited outcome of EI initiatives, organizational commitment. Thirdly,
the reasons for the failure of EI initiatives are considered with particular focus on the
role of leadership style and management support. The chapter then concludes by

introducing the present study and research objectives, along with a summary of the

methodology and research settings, and the overall chapter structure of the thesis.

1.2  Employee Involvement in Malaysia

1.2.1 The Malaysian context

With mounting pressure on the private sector in Malaysia, many different schemes and
principles of managerial efficiency, like Employee Involvement (EI), are being imported
from western countries. These bring with them the promise of quality improvement, and
higher levels of employee satisfaction, commitment and productivity (Pun et al. 2001).
This trend can also be considered within the context of wider economic development in
Malaysia which has been driven by the Government’s objective, articulated in “Vision
2020”, to make Malaysia a fully-developed nation by 2020. When Tun Dr. Mahathir
Mohamed (Mahathir, 1991) introduced the nation to Vision 2020, it was considered a



comprehensive approach to national development that would balance economic growth

and prosperity with social and moral development.

Efforts by organizations to improve quality in the workplace have been a vital part of
the vision to be a fully-developed country. In Malaysia, a popular EI technique was
quality circles (QCs), introduced in the belief that participation in the workplace was
central to organizational success (Hassan, 1996). Management interest in QCs increased
in the 1970s and early 1980s. This was the period when Malaysia began its programme
towards industrialization, and when many local companies adopted Japanese
management techniques, as did many western companies. Quality awareness
programmes and campaigns were of equal importance in the public sector (Hassan,
1996). The Malaysian Civil Service, a significant part of the national governance
community, was particularly interested in new techniques that nullified negative
organizational phenomenon, such as high turnover rates, absenteeism, low or poor

morale, low levels of commitment, and other disruptions in the workplace (Razali,
1993).

Malaysia, thus, provides an interesting context within which to study the effects of EI
initiatives. In choosing to focus on a non-western context, the study also allows an
examination of cross-cultural differences which may impact the implementation and
outcomes of El. It is reasonable to expect, for example, that managers from different
countries may define employee participation differently and will have different views as
to its effectiveness. For example, tradition and levels of participation vary considerably
across European countries and differ from the American experience (Strauss, 1982;
Tsiganou, 1991). It is also widely recognised that cultural variations exist between non-
western and western countries. To take one example, non-western countries tend to
score higher on power distance, according to Hofstede (2001), which means that
national culture can impact on organizational culture change and on the commitment,
job satisfaction and psychological wellbeing of organizational members. According to

Cartwright and Cooper (1989) organizational cultures which place a high degree of



constraint on the individual and offer little autonomy are generally experienced by the
majority of employees as potentially more stressful. Companies that try to import a
vision of employee participation across countries may find the way blocked by cultural
differences. As Adler (1991) points out, employee values, attitudes and behaviour vary

across countries and can sometimes be quite dramatic.

Conducting such research in Malaysia provides an opportunity to examine possible
cultural differences in EI implementation from western countries and contribute to the
wider management literature on the practice of EI across national boundaries. Moreover,
on a policy level, the present study’s focus on EI in Malaysia acts as a potentially
important contributor to Vision 2020, the programme to develop the nation. The

findings of the study will provide relevant information for human resource management

practitioners, employers and policy makers concerned with economic performance.

1.2.2 Women in Malaysia

The Malaysian Government, in both the Seventh Malaysia Plan (1996-2000) and Eighth
Malaysia Plan (2001-2006), had identified women as an important pool of resources that
can be “mobilised to achieve the national development agenda” (Government of
Malaysia, 2001) and they have formed a substantial force in the economy since
independence in 1957. Between 1975 and 1990, for example, female labour force
participation rates averaged about 45 per cent (Mazumbar, 1994). Between 1995 and
1997, the rates registered at 43.5 per cent and 45.8 per cent respectively, but declined in
1998 to about 44 per cent due to the economic recession (Government of Malaysia,

2001). In 2000, with the economic recovery, this rate increased to about 44.5 per cent.

Labour statistics on employment distribution by gender within sectors in the Sixth,
Seventh and Eight Malaysian Plans show that the role of women in business areas such
as manufacturing, wholesale and retail trades, and finance-based industries was on an

increasing trend (see Table 1.1). In 1980, for instance, 40.1 per cent of the total women



in the labour force were in manufacturing, 29.3 per cent in wholesaling, retailing, hotels

and restaurants, and 29.5 per cent in finance, insurance and real estate. By 2000, the
proportion of women in these respective businesses increased to 41.1 per cent, 39.3 per

cent and 39.9 per cent, respectively.

In spite of the high level of Malaysian women’s involvement in the labour market,
hardly any Malaysian research has focused on gender issues in the workplace. Most
research on Malaysia so far has tended to be on women’s roles in socio-economic
studies; for example, the status of women as factory workers in labour-intensive
industries (Ariffin, 1982 & 1992; Kaur, 1994; Khoo & Pirie, 1984) and on the changing
role of women in rural economic activities (Ng, 2000). Thus, there is a gap in Malaysian
literature pertaining to gender in the workplace, and, generally, hence, with respect to
the way that employee involvement, as one of the schemes introduced by management

in the workplace, interacts with gender issues.

Tablel.1: Employment distribution of Malaysian women by sectors (1980 to 2000)

e ] oW | bw [ w0 [ mw | a0
Agriculture, Forestry, Livestock & [ 39.0 38.4 34.3 28.6 26.8
Commcion | 75 | 3 | @ | & | a0
ey GuaWaw | | 56 | a3 | 9 | 95
Transport, Storage & 29.3 37.7 38.6 12.1 13.1
T Rl R R RN
Wholesale & Retail Trade, Hotel & 6.3 10.4 38.7 39.3
Restaurant “

Finance, Insurance, Real Estate & 29.5 335.1 34.2 39.9 39.9

Business Services
Sources: Government of Malaysia (1991, 1996 and 2001)



1.3  The relationship between employee involvement and organizational

commitment

It has been argued that the whole rationale for introducing EI is to increase levels of

commitment so that other positive outcomes are ensured (Marchington et al., 1992).
Organizational commitment is generally defined as the “relative strength of an
individual’s identification with and involvement with a particular organization”
(Mowday et al., p. 27). Employee involvement and its linkages with organizational
commitment have received considerable attention in the literature (e.g. Balfour et al.,
1990, Cotton et al., 1988; Jain, 1980; Leana, et al., 1992; Mowday et al, 1982; Rosen et
al.,, 1986; Walton, 1985). Securing organizational commitment of employees to their
organization is often associated with the ‘soft’ HRM policies of participation (Guest,
1987, Storey, 1992). This may be pursued in a number of ways, including through some
form of employee involvement techniques, such as quality circles, team briefings, or
Employee Share Ownership Schemes (Walton, 1985). This is also thought to be
expressive of an individualistic ‘high trust’ organizational culture as opposed to the

collective ‘low trust’ cultures of stereotypical personnel management (Fox, 1974; Guest,

1987, Tyson & Fell, 1986).

Yet, doubt has been cast whether EI has any kind of impact on levels of commitment to
the organization (Guest & Pecci, 1996). Critics have suggested that the rhetoric of EI
runs ahead of reality (Legge, 1995); a more serious criticism is that EI promises
autonomy based around commitment while practicing alternative forms of control and
surveillance (Ramsay, 1977; 1990 et al.). With both views in mind, this points to a
mixed picture; the link between theory and practices of EI and organizational
commitment remains unproven. Despite claims that EI will lead to changes in employee
attitudes, especially commitment, and in turn, organizational performance, in the
absence of evidence on employee experiences and attitudes, it is difficult to draw
meaningful conclusions about the impact of EI in the workplace (Ahlbrandt et al., 1992;

Byham, 1991; Guest, 1992). While some research has found significant relationships



(Barret, 1995; Cotton et al., 1988;), other findings are less generous in finding links
between EI and favourable work attitudes (Wagner, 1994).

With this uncertainty regarding the possible outcome of EI in relation to organizational
commitment, together with the lack of research on attitudes towards EI, the present
research aimed to understand the relationship between employee attitudes to EI and
organizational commitment. Organizational commitment is a relevant study for a
developing country such as Malaysia given, as shown above the emphasis now being
placed on improving organizational performance. As argued by Razali (1993), most
public service organizations in Malaysia are becoming increasingly concerned with the
need to introduce techniques that can nullify negative organizational phenomena, such

as costly work disruptions, labour turnover, absenteeism and poor morale.

Although there has been considerable research on employee involvement, as illustrated

in the Introduction to this chapter, not only has this research been carried out primarily
iIn the west, but it also has been based on the assumption that workers are a
homogeneous work group; few have considered gender as a variable in their studies
(Dickens, 1994, 1998; Ramsay & Scholarios, 2005). More importantly, no Malaysian
studies so far have looked at the relationship between employee involvement and
employee commitment, or used gender as a variable which may explain employees’

identification with their organizations.

The second shortcoming of previous research on EI according to Dicken (1998) is that
even when surveys of employee opinion are undertaken, the results appear abstracted
from reality and inadequately “located” within an organizational context. Typically,
surveys differentiate between respondents on the basis of individual characteristics, such
as age, or length of service, to the neglect of gender. Within an organizational society
there are attitudes that are independent of social surroundings, and cannot be analysed
discretely in terms of the workplace. This may include, for example, cultural differences

and management styles that members bring in from other countries (Jelinek et al., 1983).



It is arguably important, therefore, to investigate employee experiences of EI and take
Into consideration a considerable degree of diversity, such as gender. Studies that
examine employee attitudes, and explicitly locate these within the work context and the
national, and organizational environment in which EI is conducted, also are desirable.

The present study attempts to provide such research.

1.4 Explaining the failure of EI — management support and attitudes towards EI

Literature demonstrates that most EI failures can be attributed to attitudinal problems

with either employees or middle managers (Frazer & Dale, 1986) or more generally,
problems related to organizational culture (for example, Cunningham & Hyman, 1996;
Snape et al.,, 1995), especially the lack of a climate of trust and confidence and
established formal mechanisms for successful implementation. Managers appear to give

insufficient priority to ‘softer’ people management issues and the skills necessary to

foster a culture of high commitment and motivation among staff.

Literature on managerial issues and leadership styles link these problems with the
failure of EI programmes (for example, Creed & Miles, 1996; Powell, 1990; Sautar &
Savery, 1991). Research on culture and leadership indicates that an organization’s
success is dependent upon management’s understanding the link between leadership and
culture (Locke, 1997; Miyashiro, 1996; Sagie, 1997). The day-to-day operations within
an organization are influenced by a set of shared values which are primarily influenced

by the relationship between leaders and employees (Sagie, 1997; Savery, 1991).

An important factor influencing respondents participating in EI programmes, therefore,
1s likely to be the democratic style of management. Transformational leadership,
perceived organizational support for participative decision-making and meeting
expectations of followers were also found to be significantly related to trust in leaders
(Dirk & Ferrin, 2002). Similarly, Trethewey (1997) recognises that empowering form of

EI plays a critical role in constructing and maintaining a strong organizational culture,
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and, as a feature of the leadership process, ‘communication style’ is seen as being

critical to transformational leadership.

Legge’s (1995) critique, in relation to empowerment, identifies further ambiguities in
the ‘soft’ side of HRM. As such, she contrasts the ‘rhetoric’ and ‘reality’ of
empowerment, where managerial legitimacy undermines participative management.
Further limitations, paradoxes and contradictions relating to participative management
were also presented by Clegg & Dunkerley (1980), Mills and Simmons (1995) and
Thompson & McHugh (2002). Thus, as an increasing body of literature focuses on
management inadequacies as a source of failure in El initiatives, this provides further

reason to examine its operation, particularly with respect to the cross-cultural validity of

these claims in a Malaysian cultural context.

In addition to its focus on gender, therefore, the present research also addresses whether

management support has any influence over employee attitudes towards employee
involvement, and its relationship towards organizational commitment. Studies have
identified “them and us” attitudes amongst employees as a consequence of middle
managers feeling threatened by sharing their ‘power’ with their subordinates. The
results, however, are inconsistent. Some studies have shown lower ‘them and us’

attitudes among participants of share ownership schemes (Bell & Hanson, 1984;
Hammer & Stern, 1980; Long, 1978a,b; Long, 1980); others show no attitude
differences between participants and non-participants in employee involvement schemes
(Baddon et al., 1989; Poole & Jenkins, 1990; Russel et al., 1979); yet others show only a
small number of participants in employee financial schemes reporting a sense of
ownership or equality (Dunn et al., 1990; Klein & Rosen, 1986; Kruse, 1984); and other
studies report mixed results (Bradley & Hill, 1983; Dewe et al., 1988; Forgarty &
White, 1988). The present research, similarly, would like to understand whether there
are any attitudinal differences between participants and non-participants in employee

involvement schemes.
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1.5  The present study

The general aim of this research is to examine the relationships between EI,
organizational commitment and gender within the Malaysian context, with an additional
focus on the role of management support in encouraging more positive employee
attitudes towards EI and organizational commitment. In order not to repeat the
weaknesses of previous research, both management and employees, and both
participants and non-participants of EI schemes, were investigated. The focus was on
both task and financial participation; specifically, quality circles and employee share
ownership schemes, respectively. At the same time, this study explored whether there

were gender differences in the attitudes towards employee involvement schemes, and

the reasons behind any possible findings.

Given these general research aims, the researcher derived two research objectives,

which can be stated as follows:

Objective One: To investigate the relationship between attitudes to employee
involvement and organizational commitment in a Malaysian context, considering

the effects of gender, participation in EI schemes, and management support as

potential moderators.

Objective Two: To explore the reasons for gender differences or similarities in a

Malaysian context with respect to employee involvement (EI).

1.5.1 Methodology

Objective One was approached through a cross-sectional survey design in selected case
study organizations. This quantitative approach allowed a statistical analysis of
differences between men and women, and participants and non-participants in EI and

ESOS programmes, with respect to attitudes towards EI and organizational
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commitment, Objective Two was addressed through an in-depth qualitative analysis of
the role of gender in shaping attitudes to and participation in EI, and organizational

commitment.
1.5.1.1 Research sites

The research was conducted in three utility companies in Malaysia. These were public
utility companies for electricity, gas and telecommunications. These were chosen for the
study as, at that time, it was only public utility companies that had adopted quality
circles and employee share ownership programmes in Malaysia. The companies were
similar in that all of them were once public sector organizations that were privatised into
public listed companies in the mid 1990s and large companies with around 20,000
employees. Due to privatisation, these companiés all provided their employees with
employee share ownership schemes. They resembled common Malaysian public
companies, where the majority of the workers (around 98%) are Malays, despite
Malaysia being a multi-racial country comprised of Malays, Chinese and Indians. The
companies were all technically-based with many staff having engineering backgrounds.

Management was male-dominated, while the majority of women were in clerical

positions.

The choice of these research sites was significant for the aims of the study. Firstly, these

were the first privatised companies and the only former-public companies that issued
employee share ownership schemes (at that period of time). In addition to share
ownership schemes, they also all had quality circles, which was another form of EI

which the researcher wished to study. Secondly, they allowed the study of gender
differences as the vast majority of women workers were at clerical levels and they all

had similar characteristics within the male-dominated technically-based companies. The
women, therefore, were relatively homogeneous and could be compared as a group to

their male equivalents at the same levels.
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1.5.1.2. Research design

The study was cross-sectional in design. As opposed to a longitudinal design, cross-
sectional research designs lack the ability to effectively interpret causal processes of a
phenomenon that occurs over time. However with due consideration of the economic
and time constraints associated with this research, it was not possible to undertake such

a design.

In trying to wunderstand the relationship between employee involvement and
organizational commitment, and more specifically, the effects of gender, degree of
participation and management support (Objective One), a positivist paradigm, based on
mainly quantitative methods, was felt to be appropriate. Quantitative method is

appropriate when looking at relationships between attitudinal and behavioural variables,
where these can be relatively objectively measured and compared. Furthermore, the
sample provided by the three Malaysian organizations was sufficient for the findings to
be generalisable to the population of the three companies of the study, as well as any
other companies in Malaysia with similar characteristics and backgrounds to these
utility companies. This is important as the research findings can be relevant to policy
applications in the Malaysian context, whereby, companies can utilise findings to gain

further understanding of the implementation of EI and employee outcomes.

In order to explore the reasons behind any possible findings of gender differences or
similarities (Objective Two), the researcher decided on qualitative methods. Although
gender differences in attitudes could be observed by examining the survey responses,

understanding gender is a complex phenomenon and the questionnaire as a tool is not
rigorous enough to capture these complexities. Here the aim was to shed further light on

gender differences or similarities towards employee involvement schemes that are

introduced by companies.
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1.5.1.3 Methods

In order to examine the relationship between EI schemes and employee attitudes, as well
as the effects of gender, mixed methods were used. These comprised a questionnaire-

based survey, semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The survey was for the
purpose of addressing Objective One, to investigate the relationship between employee
attitudes to EI and organizational commitment. Qualitative information from interviews

with managers and focus groups with non-management employees addressed Objective

Two, where the aim was to explore the reasons for gender differences or similarities in

the workplace.

The use of a range of methods is consistent with other studies in the area of employee
involvement (Marchington et al.,, 1992; Rudestam & Newton, 1992). Although the
research was framed primarily within a positivist epistemological framework the data
derived from the qualitative methods was used to add meaning to the findings. In this
sense, quantitative and qualitative data were considered to compliment each other
(Newman, 2003). The researcher felt that the qualitative data would complement the
study by contexualising the findings, following Bryman’s advice that “the research
technique must fit the problem in hand...” (Bryman, 1984, pp 83, 89). The use of
multiple methods also offers benefits from data “triangulation” (Martin, 1990).

The research sample for the questionnaire consisted of all levels of employees from the
three utility companies in Malaysia. The survey was distributed throughout the three
organizations, randomly, by the companies’ Human Resource departments. There were

31 questions, typically based on a five-item Likert scale (with opportunities for open
comment), covering employee involvement and organizational commitment related

Issues; quality circles, employee share ownership schemes, views of the organization;

orientation to work and attitudes towards women at work.

15



In each organization, the semi-structured interviews with managers included the Chief
Executive Officer, the Director of Human Resources and other HR personnel together
with senior operations managers. From this, and with the support of company
executives, the researcher conducted interviews with personnel in the head quarters as

well as the branches of the Northern and Southern states of Malaysia. Interviews lasted

for an average of 90 minutes.

The semi-structured interview comprised key themes to be explored with each
respondent. For managers and those responsible for introducing and managing the
employee involvement initiatives, the questioning explored the background, intentions
for the initiatives and perceived benefits, change in the way the organization was to be
managed, perceived problems regarding the implementation of employee involvement
schemes and views as to what contribution employee involvement would make to the
organization. Having established the managerial intentions for employee involvement,
interviewees were asked to describe their own attitudes toward the schemes, how they

perceived non-managers’ attitudes towards the schemes, and differences between

women and men on this issue.

As for focus groups with the non-managerial employees, in addressing Objective Two,
the key themes explored were gender issues, their experiences with the schemes, their
perceptions regarding intentions for the initiatives, perceived benefits, perceived

problems regarding implementation, and perceived managers’ attitudes towards the

schemes.

A total of 271 responses across the three companies were received from the survey, and
9 focus groups and 37 individual interviews were carried out. Altogether, 90 per cent of

respondents were Malays, which represented well the population of public utility

companies in Malaysia.
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1.6  Organization of thesis

Inclusive of this chapter, this thesis is organised into eight chapters. Chapter Two
presents a review of the literature on employee involvement (EI) and organizational
commitment. The specific intention of this review is to understand what effect the
degree of participation and management support has on attitudes towards EI and
organizational commitment within a Malaysian context. The chapter begins with a
conceptualisation and review of alternative models of EI. It then examines empirical
research on El programmes and practices in organizations. Issues regarding the

effectiveness of El are addressed, highlighting some critics who question the rhetoric of

El. Leadership styles, which are an important background factor influencing

participation in EI programmes, are also discussed. This leads to a discussion of
organizational culture in relation to employee involvement, and following this, the link

between EI and organizational commitment. The chapter ends with detailed discussion
of the various forms of EI, with the main focus on quality circles and employee share

ownership schemes.

Chapter Three provides a review of the literature on gender issues in relation to EI
schemes and organizational commitment. The chapter starts with theory related to the
construction of gender, and continues with attitudes of women towards work in relation
to women and commitment in workplace. Gender and culture, as well as cross-cultural
perspectives, are addressed. The chapter continues to discuss the disadvantaging of
women in the workplace, raising, for example, issues regarding male dominated
occupations, part-time employees, and promotion opportunities. The chapter concludes
with a discussion related to women in non-western, and specifically Malaysian,

contexts.

Chapter Four presents the empirical study exploring the relationship between El,
organizational commitment and gender in a Malaysian context. The research question in

this thesis is to understand the relationship between employee involvement and
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organizational commitment and patterns that affect the degree of participation and
management support and gender within the Malaysian context. The chapter also
presents the justifications for choosing a cross-sectional design as opposed to a
longitudinal design with due consideration of the economic and time constraints
associated with this research. This chapter describes the research design, selection of

companies, sample design and pilot testing. The chapter justifies the use of mixed

methods, to conduct both exploratory as well as confirmatory research.

In Chapter Five, the quantitative analysis addressing Objective One is presented. The
research questions and hypotheses for the present study are outlined. Objective One,
which constitutes the overall framework for the quantitative data analysis, investigates
whether there is a relationship between employee attitudes towards employee
involvement and employee commitment. More specific hypotheses are constructed to
test for differential relationships between participants and attitudes towards EI,
participants and organizational commitment for both men and women, and perceived
support and attitudes towards quality circles. These variables are reviewed in Chapters
Two and Three, and in Chapter Five, a case is developed for each hypothesis addressing
these relationships. The chapter then provides the sample profile and presents the results

for each of the hypothesis tests, based on regression analysis, relating to Objective One.

Chapter Six presents the findings for the analysis of Objective Two. It explores the

reasons for gender differences in the workplace by examining the qualitative data

gathered from management interviews and employee focus groups. The reasons for
gender differences or similarities examined include orientations to work, perceptions of

women at work, and perceptions of women managers.

Chapter Seven discusses the research findings presented in Chapters Five and Six. To
summarise these findings, the hypothesis tests showed a significant difference between
non-participants and participants in their attitudes towards quality circles. Findings for

attitudes towards Employee Share Ownership Schemes showed there was a significant
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relationship between attitudes towards the scheme and organizational commitment
among participants, but a non-significant relationship among non-participants. There
was no relationship between Employee Share Ownership Schemes and organizational

commitment.

With regard to superiors’ support for quality circles, the result was consistent with other
common findings that quality circles fail due to a lack of management support.
Moreover, management support seems to act as an important moderator of the
relationship between attitudes toward EI and organizational commitment in the case of
non-participants. In this research, there was no significant relationship between attitudes
towards EI and organizational commitment for participants of quality circles who
perceived their superior’s support, but there was a significant relationship for non-
participants. It indicates that leaders play an important role for non-members. Findings

from the focus groups showed that in organizational cultures where managers do not

readily participate managers refuse to let go of old autocratic styles of leadership.

Another significant finding concerned attitudes towards women and work, where men
seemed to have a stereotyped outlook toward women who work. This is probably
because all three utility companies studied were male dominated utility companies.
However, there was no significant difference between genders in organizational

commitment; hence the common belief that women are less committed did not hold.

Additionally, women’s orientation towards work was seen to change over time. In later

years, their orientation tended to be towards career, which reflected a change from an

initial instrumental orientation to work.

Chapter Eight presents the conclusions and implications of this study. The findings of
the survey confirmed the relationship between attitudes to EI and commitment for non-
participants but not for participants. The attitudes towards quality circles were not
related to organizational commitment for participants who perceived their supervisors

have favourable attitudes towards the quality circle scheme. The attitudes towards the
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quality circle scheme and organizational commitment were related among non-

participants who perceived that there is superiors’ support towards the scheme. This
finding emphasizes the importance of top management support especially for non-
participants observing the scheme. Qualitative findings also showed that this was
especially so for women, and for workers who through pressures of time and work,
found it difficult to participate in the EI schemes. With regard to attitudes towards
women and work, the study also found less favourable attitudes amongst men. There
was no significant difference, however, in men’s and women’s attitudes towards

organizational commitment.

‘Them and us’ attitudes still persisted in these workplaces despite the introduction of
involvement schemes. This reflected divisions between workers and management. The
importance of management trust before implementing any new programme was evident

from the present findings. More so, as found in this research, management culture in
these organizations is still very much of an autocratic style, where a top down
management style is extenstvely practiced. Specifically, this suggests that management

must prepare before implementing any imported programmes.

The second major contribution of the research is to show that the meaning of

participation must be considered in the context in which it is to be implemented.

The findings of the present study also highlight the need for addressing gender issues in
future management research. And another common problem associated with a
company’s inability to sustain quality circles is the failure of top management to
Incorporate an incentives programme through other human resource functions. The final

chapter presents recommendations for practice and future research based on these

findings.
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CHAPTERTWO
DEFINITION AND THEORIES OF EMPLOYEE
INVOLVEMENT

2.1 Introduction

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate the relationship between attitudes towards
Employee Involvement (EI) schemes and organizational commitment. This chapter
examines the development of issues related to the conceptualisation of EI. The
chapter begins by examining what EI is, first in general terms and then by
distinguishing forms of EI that are central in this research, as well as significant links
between El and individual outcomes and organizational outcomes. Organizational
commitment, claimed to be one of the key outcomes of EI, is discussed in depth.
Cross-cultural issues are also reviewed to understand their effect on the

implementation and practice of EI, and issues regarding the effectiveness of EI are
addressed. This discussion highlights some critics who comment on the rhetoric of
EI and notes the importance of leadership and management style with respect to the
implementation of EI programmes and practices in organizations. The chapter also
examines in depth the two forms of EI that are the focus of the present research:
quality circles (QCs) and employee share ownership schemes (ESOS). This includes
a definition of QCs, focusing particularly on the reasons for their rise and fall, and a

discussion of the emergence and outcomes of ESOSs.

El 1s associated generally with a number of human resource management (HRM)
Initiatives, which have increased considerably in recent years. In the HRM and
organizational change and development literature EI has assumed a central role
(Beer et al., 1984; Buchanan & Storey, 1996; Fombrun et al., 1984; Walton, 1984).
EI was known as participation “Apparently paradoxically, in the sphere of everyday
work relations, the practices have grown and prove much more durable than might

have been expected” (Harley et al., 2005:1); and according to Bennet (2002: 11),
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Employee involvement has now been accepted and understood by world class

organizations ... These same organizations, working predominantly in the fast-

moving world of information and knowledge application, recognize the value of
decisions made at the lowest qualified level and the payoff from smart workers

who know their jobs.

Interest in EI has grown considerably in Europe and North America. The reason for
introducing EI, championed by the ‘model of excellence’ school in North America,
derives from the utilitarian principle that EI improves the quality of decision-making

and productivity (Marchington, 2001). The call for worker involvement in decision-

making and work itself has a long history (Brannen et al., 1996) but the current
unprecedented interest appears to be associated with increased competition in
domestic and overseas markets as well as government regulation. For this reason,

employees are seen as a source of competitive advantage (Hyman, 1998).

El may refer to involvement in the task design, as in quality circles (QCs) or some
teamwork; gaining of power in decision making, for example, through empowerment
efforts or joint consultation; and financial participation, such as ESOSs or gain
sharing (Harley et al,. 2005). EI has been claimed to be beneficial for both employee
and organization alike. Research on EI and organizational performance suggests that
giving employees a ‘voice’ on a range of organizational decisions yields benefits to
both the organization and the employee (Heller et al., 1998). Organizations are seen
to benefit, as they can utilize the full capacity of the workers, and encourage
employee commitment to organizational success (Cotton et al., 1988; Lawler, 1986;

Pendleton, 2005). Employees may benefit through the ability to influence their own
working environment (Benders, 2005; Jones & Kato, 2005). Most EI literature is

concerned with goals of binding the employee to the organization and obtaining

behavioural outcomes of increased efforts, cooperation and organizational

citizenship (Beer, 1984; Buchanan & Storey, 1996; Fombrun et al., 1984; Guest,
1989; Walton, 1984). Surveys of managers have shown that EI is typically

management initiated with the objective of enhancing employee commitment to

organizational goals (Delbridge & Whitfield, 2001; Marchington, 1995, 2001).
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Despite these developments, as most of these studies are conducted in western

countries, it is open to question whether companies which try to import the vision of

El across to non-western countries would have similar experiences and outcomes.
Hence, the focus of the thesis is the examination of the Malaysian work context in
relation to EI schemes and its linkages to commitment. As a result of competitive
pressures faced by private sectors in Malaysia, principles of managerial efficiency
are being imported into these sectors, such as EI schemes. The schemes are
considered to be one of the so-called managerial efficiency practices that bring
attainable employee commitment, employee satisfaction, quality improvement and
productivity (Pun et. al.,, 2001). For most employers, the new emphasis on
participation marks a search for greater flexibility, productivity and product quality,
a new model of production, (Freeman & Kleiner; 2003), and management’s drive
towards new production concepts such as continuous improvement and enhanced

participation.

In the midst of fast growth rates, there is also a substantial increase of Malaysian
women’s participation in the labour market, being more prominent in the private
sectors. The impact of industrial work on family economy and household position
has led to changes in the course of life of Malaysian women (Mansor, 1991). There
has been substantial research dealing with the issue of gender in Malaysia. However,
there is a lack of research that examines the participation issue in the workplace; the

attention of most gender studies has been on the socio-economic aspects of women

(Mansor, 1991). Even more surprisingly in western literature, besides the vast
amount of literature on employee participation, there is little importance given to any
studies trying to find out whether the driving concepts behind EI vary across men
and women as a workforce. According to Ramsay and Scholarios (2005), most

literature on the subject of worker participation treats the workforce as a

homogeneous group, and empirical studies have made almost no effort to correct the
situation. Consequently, understanding of the way that gender inequalities have an
Impact on women’s attitudes to industrial democracy is fragmented. Hence, this

thesis also examines gender differences or similarities in their attitudes towards EI

schemes and gender is the primary focus of Chapter Three.
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2.2  Meaning of Employee Involvement (EI)

Though the interest in employee involvement (EI) has been increasing among both
researchers and practitioners, there is no general consensus concerning the meaning
of the term. It appears that EI means different things to different people (Cotton,
1993). For example, ‘employee participation’, ‘workplace democracy,’ ‘empowered
employee,” ‘work redesign,” or many others, can replace the term ‘employee
involvement’. Ramsay (1980) noted that the literature on participation is vast; yet
when searching for substance within it, the results are disappointing. He highlighted
the biggest problems with the literature on EI is the lack of a clear and unambiguous
definition of its subject matter. Marchington (2005), in trying to clarify the meaning
of participation, found that it was still problematic even at the start of the 21*
century. He supported claims by Ramsay that materials referred to the possibilities in
different practices and approaches, but most of the time had little in common.
Industrial democracy is regarded as the only true form of participation, offering
workers an opportunity to take control of the organizations in which they are
employed. On the other hand, others would define information-sharing as being
sufficient enough to be included because it is an example of management attempting
to involve employees by providing data that was previously unavailable to them. Yet
others would restrict their definition to financial participation, because it gives

workers a chance to make a direct contribution to organizational success and be

some part of the ownership.

Griffin (1988) and Locke and Schweiger (1979) viewed EI as a new terminology for
a rather old idea. They mentioned that, in the past, EI has been termed ‘industrial
democracy’, ‘participation,’ ‘quality of work life’ ‘team work,’ or any combination
of the above. They maintained that EI schemes have common objectives: the
improvement of some aspect of productivity, product quality enhancement, stronger
employee motivation, reduced workforce alienation, positive work attitudes, more
willingness to change, enhanced employee development, more information sharing

between organizational levels, and better employer-employee relations.

24



Despite the lack of agreement over its definition, EI is based on one central
philosophy; it views workers as capable of learning (Camman, 1984) and
organizations as learning environments (Cherns & Davis, 1975). This view
emphasizes that workers are assets, with abilities and ideas that, if given opportunity
to develop, will result in enhanced personal growth as well as enhancing the quality
of interaction between workers and clients, from which service effectiveness results
(Gowdy, 1988). In addition, Lawler (1986) stated that EI is a process of participation

to utilize the full capacity of the workers, and designed to encourage employee

commitment to organizational success.

Strauss maintains that meaningful employee participation in decision-making
requires that workers are able to exert influence over their working environment. He
defines participation as ‘a process that allows employees to exert some influence

over their work and the conditions under which they work’ (Strauss, 1998, p.15).
Stohl and Cheney (2001) state the meaning of the term ‘employee participation’. The
process should provide workers or their representatives with the opportunity to take
part in and influence decisions that affect their working lives. As such, an employee

participation environment creates an alternative network to traditional hierarchical

patterns.

According to Marchington (2001), there are two types of participation, direct and
indirect. Direct participation refers to those forms of participation in which
individual employees, often in a very limited way, are involved in decision-making
processes that affect their everyday work routines. Examples of direct EI include
briefing groups, quality circles, problem-solving teams, self-managed teams and
financial involvement. As a direct form of El, financial involvement, which includes

profit-related rewards, aims to improve competitiveness by educating employees on
the operation of the business. Indirect participation refers to those forms of
participation in which representatives or delegates of the main body of employees

participate in the decision-making, for example in joint consultative committees

(JCCs), employee works councils (EWC)s and through ‘worker directors’ - all forms
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that are associated with the broader notion of ‘industrial democracy’ (Bullock,
1977).

In most literature, the term ‘involvement’ is seldom used; instead many authors
adopt the term ‘employee participation’. Cotton (1993) refers to employee
involvement, which is not just about taking part in decision-making, but can include
Incentives (gain sharing), group behaviour (quality circles), and training (self-
directed work teams). According to Marchington et al. (1992) the concepts of EI and
employee participation are semantically intertwined. Marchington et al. (1992)

further described employee participation as covering all forms of employee influence

(for example Industrial Relations, or, joint consultation), whereas EI is described as
managerial inspired initiative with intention to win employee commitment (for

example, teams and financial schemes).

Harley et al. (2005) divided EI into three categories: task involvement, such as
through quality circles or teamwork; power in decision making, such as through
empowerment initiatives and joint consultation; and financial participation, such as
save as you earn (SAYE) schemes, ESOSs and gain sharing. In this study, both the
concepts of Harley et al. (2005) and Cotton et al. (1988) are adopted in order to
provide clear delineations and encompass a full range of available EI schemes.
Their logical argument is that in task involvement, such as quality circles, employees
are more likely to accept working conditions that they helped to create. This reason
1s closely related to the first; using people’s knowledge is likely to increase their
willingness to use a system that they have helped to develop. Another related reason
is knowledge utilization; being immersed daily in their work, employees are experts
at what they are doing. As for financial participation, it gives workers an
opportunity to make a direct contribution to organizational success and more
importantly, to rightly take their fair share of company profits. With such a
definition, financial participation is said to be able to improve the adversarial ‘them
and us’ attitudes by promoting employee identification and attachment as share plans

transform employment relationships.
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This study also treats both EI and participation as an intertwined concept as

mentioned by Marchington et al. (1992). Hence, in this thesis these two concepts

will be treated as very similar in meaning. Furthermore, the literature shows that EI
has been a movement in the past, known as participation. In this study, whenever
participation is mentioned it refers to direct participation rather than indirect

participation, as differentiated by Marchington (2000).

2.3  Models of Employee Involvement

As 1ndicated above, employee involvement (or employee participation, or worker

democracy) is a relatively slippery concept. As Schregler (1970:117) commented,
“Workers’ participation has become a magic word in many countries. Yet almost
everyone who employs the term thinks of something different”. Given these several

wide aspects of definition, it is not surprising that many models of how employee

involvement (EI) operates have also been developed. Lewin (1968:69) defined
participative decision-making as a situation “in which decisions as to activities are
arrived at by the very persons who are to execute those decisions”. In his model, the
factors that lead to the success of an employee involvement scheme depend on the
personality and attitude of those involved; the extent, importance, and visibility of
the issues addressed; and the quality of the participation process (e.g., clarity of
goals, amount of useful information available exclusively to the subordinates, and

the extent to which subordinates can exert control over productivity).

Sashkin (1976) presented a model that focuses on the psychological targets of EI. He
differentiated between four types of involvement (participation in goal setting,
decision-making, problem-solving, and change), and argued that each can produce
such psychological and cognitive effects as psychological ‘ownership,” development
of shared norms and values, and information flow. These effects then lead to
increased quality, acceptance and commitment, increased support for involvement,
and increased capacity of the organization to adapt. Sashkin argued that congruence

between the type of involvement and the aim of the involvement would lead to more

effective change.
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In their well-known review of employee participation literature, Locke and

Schweiger (1979) presented a model of the participation process. Locke and

Schweiger’s model differentiated between cognitive effects (more upward
communication, better understanding of the job) and motivational effects (increased
trust, more ego involvement, group pressure) of involvement. These cognitive and

motivational effects together were thought to produce higher productivity.

Schuler (1980) and Lee and Schuler (1982) attempted to incorporate concepts from
expectancy theory and role theory into employee participation. In Schuler’s model,
greater employee involvement first serves to reduce role conflict and the feeling of
being considered unnecessary. The more involvement an employee has with his or
her supervisor and fellow workers, the more chances there are for role clarification
and role conflict reduction (Schuler, 1980). In addition, employee involvement will

tend to increase employee expectancy of a link between their performance and the
potential rewards. As the employee becomes more involved, he or she will learn
more clearly which behaviours are rewarded more and which are not. Finally,
reduced role conflict and feelings of being unwanted and the increased performance-

reward expectancy should lead to greater satisfaction with the work and with the

SUpPErvisor.

Lawler (1986) reviews work groups, where the principles of participative
management are employed and employees supposedly feel more involved in the
organization when their input is requested. As an example, work groups might meet
with their supervisors to discuss the meaning of the results for the organization as a
whole and the work group in particular. The process is also said to increase the
salience of managerial behaviour towards subordinates to organizational

effectiveness and productivity. Possible positive outcomes from work groups include

improvements in work methods and procedures, attraction and retention of
employees, higher quantity and quality output, enhanced decision making (resulting
from better communication), and smoother group processes and problem solving

(from enhanced attention to group dynamics).
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Employee involvement can take many forms. One of the most visible and formal

approaches to employee involvement is share ownership (Cotton, 1993). Employee

involvement can be categorized into financial and non-financial schemes.
Financially- related employee involvement schemes include employee share
ownership and profit sharing, and non-financial employee involvement schemes

include quality circles, team briefings and suggestion boxes (Marchington, 1994).

In an extensive review of worker participation in management around the world,
Strauss (1982) presented a taxonomy of participation, employing four dimensions:

organizational level, degree of control, issues, and ownership. In terms of
organizational level, most American experiments in employee involvement have
focused on the departmental or individual level, whereas Europeans stress the plant
or company level. Degree of control refers to whether employees are consulted, have
joint decision-making rights with management, or have complete control. Issues can
range from production methods and job content to major investment decisions.

Ownership refers to how much of the company is owned by the workers.

Leana (1987) differentiates between employee participation, which she defines as
joint decision-making between superior and subordinate, and delegation, which is a
process whereby the manager transfers decision-making autonomy to a subordinate.
Her distinction is similar to Strauss’s (1982) dimension of control; employees can
have partial control (participation) or complete control (delegation). In addition,
Leana (1987) emphasized that delegation focuses on individual autonomy, and
argued that managers delegate to individuals, not to groups. In her criticisms, she
presented data indicating that managers tend to use the importance of the decision
and the characteristics of the subordinate in deciding whether to involve employees
In participative decision-making, or to delegate. She argued that these findings
indicated that participation and delegation are not simply points along a continuum,

but rather are distinct and different decisions for managers.

Bartlett (1986) found that companies reporting success with quality circles had

mostly introduced similar reasons connected with participation. According to him,
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the meaning of participation could vary widely, from a long-term approach to

developing people, or at the other end, the simple feeling that it was worth the

trouble of trying to involve shop-floor personnel in problem-solving activities. Most
companies appear to be closer to the latter end of the spectrum. Hence, he focused on
the contradictory features regarding positive individual and organizational outcomes

that might not result.

Tjosvold (1987) defined employee involvement as a subset of group problem-
solving. From this perspective, involvement can improve organizational
effectiveness because several persons can improve the information and ideas
considered and can develop higher quality solutions. For employee involvement to
be successful, however, the employees must work together effectively. Tjosvold
argued that cooperative goals and productive controversy are necessary for optimum

iciency, and described methods to achieve these group processes. (Tjosvold 1986,
1987).

Conger and Kanungo (1988) addressed the concept of empowerment. These authors
developed a 5-stage model of empowerment, in which the use of participative
management, job enrichment and other management strategies provides self-efficacy
and confidence, leading to the experience of empowerment. In their approach, the
crux is the perception of empowerment by the employee; the use of employee

involvement by management simply helps produce this perception. They also

addressed factors that lead to the perception of powerlessness.

From the above review of alternative models, 1t can be seen that various models focus
on different outcomes of the participative process. Lewin (1968) focused on attitude
about the process, Strauss (1982) on the impact on society, Sashkin (1976) on the

commitment to change, and Conger and Kanungo (1988) on the perception of
empowerment. The models also employed different perspectives. Sashkin (1976)
followed a psychological need approach, while Schuler (1980) followed role and
expectancy theories. Above all, they also differ on how they define participation. Leana

(1987) defined it as ‘joint decision-making’; Sashkin (1976) described several different
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types of participation as well as different methods of participation; and Conger and

Kanungo (1988) distinguished between participation and empowerment. Locke and
Schweiger (1979), and Tjosvold (1986, 1987) examined how employee involvement

can 1mprove organizational effectiveness, such as produce higher productivity and

optimum efficiency. On the other hand, Bartlett (1986) created doubt on the positive

outcomes for both the individual and the organization.

24  The effectiveness of Employee Involvement (EI)

Theoretical perspectives have been used to derive a wide range of benefits of
employee involvement (EI). These may focus on internal rewards and the benefits to
employees (e.g., personal growth, feelings of accomplishment); the benefits to
employers (e.g., a more cooperative or committed workforce); or the benefits to
society (e.g., a more empowered and informed citizen, which may result from
enhancing employee participation in decision-making). Other forms of EI

Incorporate external rewards, in monetary or other terms (Cotton et al., 1988; Leana,
1992).

Cotton (1993) and Ramsay (1996) questioned whether adopting an EI scheme in an

organization was able to solve such a wide array of problems and concerns. Some
authors argued that employees should be involved for ethical reasons (Sashkin,
1984). At the same time, behavioural scientists tried to establish its efficaciousness
In attaining a variety of management goals, such as increasing productivity. Most
studies suggest that effective involvement varies with different types of schemes. As
an example, productivity has no significant impact on gain sharing as compared to
job redesign; profit sharing has no direct influence on attitude as compared to team
briefings (Cotton, 1993; Ramsay, 1996).

In EI schemes, organizational objectives are to be accomplished through a process of

involving employees in aspects of decision-making that have been traditionally
reserved for management. As an example for teams, such arrangements are expected

to produce several outcomes, such as improve motivation and enhance discretionary
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effort by team members. By participating in teams, members share more

information, and develop more trust in management, stronger commitment to the

organization and their goals are more aligned with the organizational goals (Jones &
Kato, 2005).

These objectives may also be expected to include improved performance as a result
of teams feeling more strongly in product quality than about productivity. The
participatory arrangement in general might be expected to change employee attitudes
so that tcam members better understand the crucial importance of quality for
organizational success. Teams are apt to foster and enhance trust, which has been
identified as a key component of successful business systems (Ben-Ner &
Putterman, 2003). In turn, this might be expected to lead to discernible differences in
the quality of the care and attention that team participants devote to their jobs.

Ultimately, these changes might produce improvements in quality control.

As suggested by Walton (1985), the key factor linking increased job satisfaction to
Increased productivity is the worker commitment or integration with the job and the
firm. As noted above, EI is believed to offer a solution to a host of workplace
problems ranging from poor interpersonal relationships to inefficient production.
Despite the often-overemphasized rhetoric, many researchers (Delaney et al., 1994;
Ledford & Lawler, 1994; Mohrman et al., 1989) have realized tI{at an EI scheme

cannot actually be a wide solution for so many problems and concerns.

With such a diverse range of outcomes, most researchers on managerial objectives

suggest that there 1s a greater tendency to rely on more general aims rather than to
focus on more concrete aims such as direct incentives or motivational effects.

Ramsay (1996:227) commented: “Such lack of clarity is sometimes reflected in a

‘catch-all’ listing of what schemes are meant to achieve”. Freeman and Kleiner
(2003) found that employee involvement barely affects firm productivity but

substantially improves employee well-being.
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2.4.1 Failure in EI

Increasingly the literature in EI has shifted from analyses of various forms of
participation (Cohen & Bailey, 1997; Cotton et al., 1988; Leana, 1986) to the
assessments of organizational and behavioural reasons why participation sometimes
fails (Argyris, 1998). The common reason that led to failure in our previous quality
efforts was that we did not change the culture or the environment in which all these
tools and processes were being used. And we had the “flavour of the month”
mentality (Sam Malone, Worldwide Marketing Manager at Xerox, quoted in
Brennan, 1994: 36).

Similarly, Cunningham and Hyman (1996) found that failure in the implementation
of an empowerment programme was due to a prevailing culture in the organization,
where management control still persisted and seemed to have tightened rather than
loosened. According to Hill (1991), “quality circles and middle managers do not mix
well”, It has to do with management attitudes or perceptions (Parnell & Crandall
2001), whereby managers tend to resist participation (Dale, 1984; Hill & Wilkinson,
1995; Parnell & Bell, 1994) because it undermines their managerial status (Cotton et
al., 1988,1993; Hill 1991, Pennington & Hammersley, 1997), autonomy and control,
and where it is perceived to threaten their job security (Heller et al. 1998;
Schlesinger, 1982; Klein 1984). As Klein (1984) found, while the majority of
supervisors see EI programmes as beneficial for employees and the organization,

less than one-third see such programmes as beneficial to themselves.

The evidence in Cotton et al.’s (1988, 1993) studies showed that the success or
failure of participative programmes was linked to, among other factors, the
likelihood that managers will embrace the approach. This was consistent with
findings from Pennington & Hammersley’s (1997) case study of the Rover Group in
the UK which showed it is not about threatened job security or that of redundancies
and restructuring concerns among the middle management but more about the

commitment of top management who often show a lack of enthusiasm for
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participation efforts compared to previous top management of earlier management

group.
2.4.2 Linking culture to EI

As illustrated above, the concept of culture continues to strike managers and
management orientated researchers as a key variable in success or failure of
organizational innovations, such as quality improvement or empowerment.
According to Detert et al. (2000), a comprehensive set of values and beliefs represent

the cultural backbone to successful total quality management (TQM) adoption. TQM

provides a prominent case in point, where culture has been labelled a key reason for
the non-institutionalisation of new systems and behaviour (Becker, 1993; Klein et
al., 1995). Similarly, quality circles were said to have been introduced partly as a
tool for the gradual transformation of the workforce culture (Stavroulakis, 1995).
However, according to Hill (1991), Heller et al. (1998) and Klein (1984), managers
tend to feel uneasy, in the sense that QCs are considered as having the potential to
undermine managerial status, autonomy and control, which have been embedded 1n
their ‘cultural background’ as managerial prerogatives. Parnell and Crandall (2000)
argue that managers have different propensities for participating in EI programmes;
one of them is the culture of the organization in which the manager operates.
Cabana (1995) called it “participative design”, emphasising structural changes in
work and the manager—-worker relationship required for success. Heckshers (1995)

argues that a participative programme requires a certain context over and beyond a
set of techniques or programmes. In his findings, most managers suggested that

participation has accomplished little and rarely breaks down walls of bureaucracy.
He further argued that, without the redesign of work, EI efforts can even have a
negative effect. And according to Zamanou and Glaser (1994), participative design is
more than simply introducing decision-making into the current system. It requires
commitment, fundamental organizational change, and necessitates a serious etfort to
enhance the entire organizational system. Hence, participation must become part of

organizational culture (ibid).
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2.4.3 Cross-cultural and participative management

Triandis (1980) noted the importance of adopting a cross-cultural perspective in
conducting research on social issues, when he stated that; “For a complete science of
behaviour we need to tie the characteristics of ecology with the characteristics of
humans. Cross-cultural studies help us learn how ecology and psychology variables
are interrelated” (Ibid: p.35). There has been a considerable debate over Triandis’s
statement pertaining to the transferability of American management methods and
development programmes to other countries’ cultures (Hofstede, 1980; Tainio &
Santalainen, 1984). Furthermore, Bassett (1991, p.1) observed that, “Generalisations
about management and supervision in the cross-cultural context are
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