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ABSTRACT

This thesis sets out to explore the much overlooked phenomenon of non-union
employee representation (NERs). The work is concerned with both the utility of
these structures from a workforce perspective and the managerial motivation
underpinning the presence of these bodies. Further to the exploration of the above
themes case study research was carried out in three organisations possessing
relatively mature non-union representative structures.

In terms of managerial goals it 1s suggested that that the extant literature affords a
partial account; commentators charactenistically depict a manifestly defensive
intent, with goals evinced in terms of trade union exclusion. This study advances

knowledge in this area by providing a more discriminating analysis exploring the
contingent factors differentially shaping the managerial response to employee
representation. Over and above unton avoidance, evidence is presented of certain
managerial actors pursuing a more proactive set of goals aimed at securing the co-
operation of employees via the legitimacy imbued though the process of
consultation. The necessity for such a response is tracked to factors relating to
demands in and around the nature of the production regime/mode of service

delivery.

With regard to the theme of employee empowerment the thesis broadly supports
the extant literature in demonstrating that the institutions under review represent
largely unavailing vehicles for the furtherance of employee interests. A distinct
feature, however, 1s that 1n contrast to these predominantly descriptive studies the
theme of ‘voice’ 1s ensconced within a theoretically informed analysis, allowing the
study to move beyond this somewhat bland conclusion. The shortcomings are
tracked to the key areas of power, autonomy and competence - ultimately manifest
in a marked legitimacy gap.

In the final analysis 1t 1s argued that there are inherent tensions unleashed by this
mode of intervention precluding beneficial outcomes for both parties. Specifically,

topics relating to the irreconcilability of the pursuit of both corporate and
workforce goals through a managerially derived format are considered. Similarly,
the rationality and coherence of a managerial agenda pursuant of ‘rival logics’ of

action, relating to both 1ssues of workplace control and employee empowerment, is
afforded critical scrutiny.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

It has become commonplace 1n recent years for industrial relations commentators
to posit the presence of a ‘representation gap’ (Freeman and Rogers, 1993; Towers,
1997; Weiler, 1990). Given the scale of trade union decline that has continued
largely unabated since the late 1970s the empirical foundation of such accounts is
broadly treated as beyond reproach. In one sense, however, the above orthodoxy 1s
problematic as declining trade union coverage 1s pressed ipso facto as evidence of
wholesale employee disenfranchisement. It 1s considered axiomatic that non-
unionism equates to an emasculation of employee voice while a closer analysis of
the data problematises such an assertion. As Millward ez al. (2000:124)
acknowledge, drawing on the 1998 Workplace Employee Relations Survey
(WERS), the decline 1n trade union coverage has been matched by ‘a major shift to
non-union forms of voice’'. While such non-union arrangements can take a variety
of forms, the 1998 WERS survey 1s again instructive in advising that a significant
number of non-union firms - 22 per cent - possess workplace level joint
consultative committees® (Cully ez al. 1999:224), i.e. non-union modes of
employee representation (NERS) - the theme of this study. As Terry (1999:18) has
argued, this number of non-union establishments these days, ‘represents a lot of
workplaces and a large number of employees’. This might suggest that the absolute

magnitude of the purported representation gap characteristically ‘read-off ’ from

statistics relating to trade union coverage has been somewhat overplayed. At the



very least in view of the decline in both union recognition and the coverage of
collective bargaining, as depicted in successive WERS data sets, questions

concerning the effectiveness of alternative modes of representation become ever

more pertinent.

Notwithstanding its current numerical significance the non-union sector remains

grossly under researched. McLoughlin and Gourlay’s (1994:163) assertion that
"how employees are managed without unions and the nature of relations with
employees where unions are absent 1s an area ripe for further study’, i1s well worth
rehearsing, and still carries resonance almost a decade later, sentiments echoed

more recently by Borgers and Lint (cited 1in Troy, 1999:3):

The orgamized sector offers industrial relations researchers increasingly
narrow and stagnant areas of exploration. Alternatively the non-union
sector provides the industrial relations researcher with vast, exiting and
unexplored terrain (emphasis added).

One corollary 1s that the widespread preponderance of NER structures has not had

1ts counterpart in academic analysis. Terry (1999:27) makes the point succinctly:

The data show that there 1s still a great deal more research to be done. We
know virtually nothing about how these bodies are composed, the detailed
machinery of election and its independence from managerial influence, the
‘representativeness’ of such systems... about accountability procedures of
representatives, or the training and other assistance provided. Still more
elusive are data concerning the effects of such systems - with regard either
to the managerial objective of securing consent to change or the employee
objective of influencing managernial decisions.

A plausible rationale for the evident lacuna is that the study of these structures sits
uneasily with either of the dominant trajectories taken by the discipline of

industrial relations over the last 50 years or so. Following Godard and Delaney



(2000), one might usefully counterpose the old and the new research paradigms.
The former, representing the post-war orthodoxy, was based on an overly narrow
and confining conception of the employment relationship; industrial relations
theory and practice predominantly focused on formal national institutions and the
practice of collective bargaining. Declining trade union coverage, the shift in power
that 1s implied, with the increasing ability of management to seize the initiative
betokened a marked modification in terrain, and re-definition of the subject matter -
enter the new ‘high performance’ (1b1d:482) paradigm. The switch to a research
agenda which ‘fundamentally challenges the traditional focus of the field of
industrial relations’ (1bid), was manifest in a move away from the standard
Donovan focus on the relationship between 1nstitutions and agencies, placing
managerial practices and strategy under ever more careful scrutiny. As Godard and
Delaney (Ib1d:484) note: ‘in the new paradigm the study and promotion of new
work and HRM practices replace research on unions and collective bargaining as
the field’s core’. NER structures, being managerial emanations, fall outside the
reach of the standard institutional discourse as they do not in any way accord with
the core subject matter: independent trade unionism. Superficially their managenal
genesis would appear to provide them with coverage under the rubric of the new
paradigm; however, as noted, the kernel of the latter counter orthodoxy 1s HRM.
While the precise nature of the term remains somewhat elusive, 1t 1s generally
conceptualised as encompassing a strategic collection of individually tocussed HR
techniques (Blyton and Turnbull, 1994:9). Conceptually, therefore, given that NER
structures represent managerially formulated collective modes of representation,
their hybridised nature has positioned them as outliers sitting beyond the ambait of

either the traditional or more avant-garde research agendas.



TI'he above myopia has ensured that the study of non-union forms of representation
has suffered from a strong element of institutional blindness. Such data as exists is
limited and piecemeal, consisting of a handful of isolated case studies, along with
some more impressionistic Incomes Data Services (IDS) and WERS data sets. As
Millward et al. (2000:108) argue, given the decline in trade union coverage ‘it is
now ever more pertinent to examine the incidence of other forms of employee
voice’. Incidence per se, however, tells us little 1f anything about effectiveness.
Ultimately there 1s a need for in-depth qualitative data to ascertain i1f such
structures ameliorate, or indeed contribute to, the aforementioned ‘representation

gap’; this study seeks to make a significant contribution to this problematic.

Conversely, and relatedly, the thesis 1s not singularly concerned with the theme of
employee enfranchisement and empowerment. Indeed, a major crniticism levelled at
extant data sets 1s their narrow focus and privileging of worker outcomes that leave
important questions untouched. As a corrective to such an attenuated research
specification, the work additionally seeks to explore the theme of causation, 1.€. the
managerial raison d’étre underpinning the creation and enduring presence of
NERs. It is only via a problematic framed in terms of both employee outcomes and
managerial motive that the workings of these bodies, and the resultant tensions
unleashed can be comprehended. As such the thesis provides additional theoretical
depth and breadth to our understanding of these structures. The above twin themes
represent the substantive empirical and theoretical contributions of the thesis,
which is based around three case studies in organisations possessing relatively

mature forms of non-union employee representation. Two are manufacturing



organisations, MediCo and FridgeCo, while the third, FinanceCo, is based in the

banking sector.

This introductory chapter is sub-divided into three sections. Firstly, NERs are
placed within the wider context of developments in labour law; developments that
will inevitably further bolster the numerical significance of systems of non-union
voice, underscoring the imperative for informed and critical scholarship. Following
on from this a formal conceptualisation of the NER phenomenon is then
undertaken. This leads into a fuller discussion of the academic rationale

underpinning the thesis and the anticipated theoretical contributions of the study.

The chapter closes with a broad outline of the structure of the thesis.

1.1 The Changing Context of Non-Union Consultation

It 1s important to ally the present study with recent and ongoing changes within the
industrial relations landscape. The decline 1n coverage of trade union representation
outlined above 1s clearly pertinent; unless one subscribes to a secular shift away
from a collective dimension to the employment relationship —‘the fracturing of
collectivism’ - (Bacon and Storey, 1996:43), this demands an evaluation of the
efficacy of alternative emergent modes of collective voice. The study of non-union
voice must additionally, however, be located within a discussion of the erosion ot
voluntarism within UK industrial relations. Over the last decade or so a range of
provisions have been enacted serving to juridify a system formerly marked by
significant legal abstention. As Terry (1999:19) argues, such legal developments

are likely to bestow greater significance on these structures than has hitherto been



the case. The legal stimulus has emanated from both the European and domestic
level. Within the context of the former the engine of European dirigisme has
activated a burgeoning collection of Directives requiring organisations to consult
with their employees or representative agents, regardless of trade union status:
specifically the provisions relating to collective redundancies (1992); transfer of
undertakings (1992) and health and safety (1996). In these instances non-union
consultative bodies are a permissible channel for consultation provided their
membership 1s elected (Hall, cited in Terry, 1999:19). Additionally, the working
time regulations (1998) and parental leave Directive (1999) require consultation,
adding to the necessity for some form of dialogue. Taken together there is now a
clear statutory requirement for consultation to take place in non-union
organisations in a myriad of areas. More significant, however, 1s the Directive on
national level information and consultation, adopted by the EU member states in
Spring 2002, that affords universalistic rights of information and consultation on
economic and strategic 1ssues (Sargeant, 2001:492) in organisations with 50 or
more employees. This ‘radical development’ (Terry, 1999:20) 1s of significance
because 1t formally presages the creation of standing rather than ad hoc non-union

’_a permanent consultative machinery being implicit within

vehicles of consultation
the Directive (Sisson, 2002:5), suggesting some form of works council
arrangements (1bid). With the European legislative stimuli gathering pace it 1s

inevitable that the next few years will of necessity presage a significant increase 1n

structures of non-union consultation, albeit of a more standardised and formalised

nature than the current voluntaristic variant that forms the topic of this thests.



T'he study of NERs additionally needs to be ensconced within legislative changes at
national level. Of significant relevance is the1999 Employment Relations Act
(ERA), that provides a statutory formula for trade union recognition. As will be
discussed, extant analyses of NERs typically approach the subject from within a
trade union problematic; the broad prognosis for union influence in an era where
managerally imposed channels of communication are increasingly prevalent. This
1s not an agenda with which this thesis is overly occupied, indeed it is argued that

epistemologically there 1s much to commend Guest and Hoque’s (1994:29)

assertion that:

Since non-unionism 1s the norm for new establishments, we have arguably

reached the point where we should get away from studying non-union

establishments 1n relation to unionism and propensity to become unionised.
The above legal development does warrant consideration, however, within the
context of this study, because it 1s an important dynamic that may have the curious
epiphenomenal effect of increasing the importance of non-union modes of
representation. As will be discussed in chapter 4, the utilisation of such structures
as tools of union avoidance has been well documented, notwithstanding the fact
that in the last 20 years or so the law has operated to facilitate de-recognition and
trade union exclusion (Terry, 1999:18). With a formalised recognition procedure
now in place it may be expected that the use of NERs, as both explicit and implicit
strategies of union substitution, will increase in response to such a legislative
‘shock’; a proposition afforded strong empirical support in recent work by Gall
(2003:88). Indeed, employer interest in such structures 1s likely to be sharpened

given that somewhat paradoxically the ERA for the first time similarly atfords

legal status, and hence legitimacy to ‘employer sponsored, non-independent



workers’ associations’ (Smith and Morton, 2001:127). There is speculation
amongst legal scholars that an application for recognition by an independent trade

union may be defeated by the presence of a corporate NER structure (cf. Ewing,

2000; Smith and Morton, 2001; and also Gollan, 2002: 328-329). In sum, taken
together, the above dynamics placing ever greater significance upon non-union

consultation suggest a growing need for academic scrutiny of what can no longer

be regarded as a peripheral field of study.

1.2 Conceptual Issues

G1ven that this thesis 1s wholly concerned with the theme of non-union modes of
representation it 1s necessary at this early stage to deal with the topic of ‘construct
validity’ (Glew et al. 1995:400), 1.e. the issue of which organisational entities
should be labelled as NERs and so be admissible topics of study. This involves
dealing with certain points of potential conceptual confusion. Generically these
structures are components of the wider phenomenon of employee participation.
However, being representative structures NERs embody (by definition) indirect
employee participation. Such institutions, therefore, perform an agency function
and must consequently be distinguished from direct forms of employee voice, for
instance, briefing and problem solving groups. They may be viewed as a sub-
species of the works council format which Rogers and Streeck (1995:6) have
defined as ‘institutionalized bodies for representative communication between a
single employer (“management’) and the employees (“workforce™) of a single
plant or enterprise (“workplace™)’. As Hespe and Little (1971: 329) observe,

however, ‘works councils can mean different things in different countnes’, and



indeed within the UK the traditional lack of legal prescription renders the NER
phenomenon particularly amorphous. Consequently in terms of form a
heterogeneity of permutations are possible. Following Biagi’s (1998:484)

modelling, workplace representative bodies may be analysed along two dimensions
relating to their structural and functional properties. With regard to the former
aspect NERs may, for example, represent both managerial and non-managerial
grades, or as 1s common solely the latter grouping. In respect to function the terms
of reference of the bodies might extend to issues distributional in character (e.g.
wage bargaining) and/or items more integrational in nature such as productivity
matters. Additionally, and crucially, competence is similarly apt to vary from the
right to information through to negotiation. Depending upon context such councils
may consequently be redolent more of a mode of ‘top-down’ communication than a
vehicle for the genuine expression of employee voice. Notwithstanding the above
ambiguities and rather complex reality Gollan (2001:378) has usefully identified

s1x common elements appertaining to NERs and this allows us to sketch out a

broad conceptualisation:

First, only employees at the organisation can be members of the
representative body. Second, there 1s no or only limited formal linkage to
outside trade unions or external employee representative bodies. Third, a
degree of resource 1s supplied by the organisation in which the employee
representative body 1s based. Fourth, there 1s a representation of employees’
Interests or agency function, as opposed to more direct forms of individual
participation and involvement. Fifth, such structures predominantly deal
with a range of 1ssues at a workplace and/or organisation. Sixth, there 1s no
independent membership criterion based on individual employee

contributions.
While such a conceptualisation 1s technically correct and represents a useful point
of entry, it nevertheless fails to emphasise the pre-eminent characternistic of these

institutions: traditionally within a UK context, in contrast to the European variant,



such structures have lacked legal institutionalisation. They have hitherto been

exclusively managerial emanations existing solely under the suffrage of employers.
It 1s important, therefore, to stress that the institutions under review are not neutral
structures and emphasise the primacy of management as both architect and
initiator”. Given their managerial genesis there is consequently a strong prima facie
presumption of a lack of independence. Such evidence as there is suggests that
these bodies do not have the power to alter their own rules without the concurrence
ot the parent organisation. They would appear, therefore, to various degrees to be
under the control or domination of the employer. Such an absence of regulation,
either by legislation or through industrial agreements, as will be discussed in

chapter 5, has profound implications for the autonomy and thus efficacy of these

structures.

This more thorough conceptualisation, emphasising the pre-eminent role of
management as both the gate keeper and patron of such schemes, gives rise to two
principal theoretical i1ssues. Firstly, given that the creation of these entities
represents considered and purposeful managerial motive, how are we to best
understand the rationale that underpins their significant incidence? Secondly, 1n
view of the aforementioned constraints on independence, how ettectively do such
institutions serve to articulate the interests of their constituents? It 1s these two

core theoretical debates relating to managerial motive and employee outcomes that

occupy the two substantive chapters of the thesis.

10



1.3 The Theoretical Contribution of the Study

As noted, characteristically commentators have approached the topic of NERs from
within a very circumscribed remit. To date the dominant framework of analysis has
been based upon what might broadly be termed democratic theory — the ri ghts of
employees to have some say in their working lives. Thus, extant analyses have
largely been preoccupied with implicitly counterposing the utility of NERs against
orthodox trade unionism as a bargaining medium. Within such a research agenda
NERs are both viewed and judged solely as a means of advancing worker interests.
This narrow research specification is inadequate as no account is taken of
competing interests and divergent definitions of success. The managerial goals and
gains sought are liable to differ from those of employees, and are unlikely to stem
from the above democratically inspired perspective, with production and efficiency
1Issues, or more subtly, designs relating to the very legitimacy of the management
function (cf. Ramsay, 1985:58-60) dominant. Indeed, the likelihood of a

specifically managenal agenda 1s a theme that the wider generic literature on

employee participation has been sensitive to:

The key lies in understanding the differing and contradictory interpretations
held by the two sides of this notion of participation. Typically, the
representatives of capital have their minds set on a unitary conception of ‘the

company’ in which all change must be orientated to the goal of efficiency
(Ramsay, 1977:498).

A distinctly managerial set of priorities 1s likewise acknowledged by Robert

Mason:

Management is unlikely to recommend worker participation beyond the

point at which they perceive the greatest marginal utility in terms of their
own objectives (Mason, 1982:178).

11



The corollary to the above is that these bodies may plausibly be successful from a

managenal perspective, while failing to satisfy the tests relating to organisational

pluralism implicit within extant accounts.

In view of the predominant focus on employee interests the theme of managerial
motive 1s characternistically approached from a somewhat tangential position.
Nevertheless, the tenor of existing studies 1s that such bodies represent explicit or
implicit components of union evasion strategies. An integral facet 1s, thus, a focus
on NERs as defensive responses by management to perceived labour pressures.
Intellectually and theoretically these analyses have their provenance in Ramsay’s
(1977) ‘cycles of control’ thesis, while lacking the latter’s historicist dimension and
implications. Although Ramsay’s account was more broadly related to the generic
phenomenon of employee participation, indirect forms represented the central
components of the analysis. Ramsay’s principal assertion was that managenal
interest in such schemes was only invoked when capital’s control over labour was
perceived to be under threat in some way, the ultimate purpose being to incorporate
the workforce through the provision of ‘phantom participation’ (1b1d:1980). From
this perspective, far from bestowing meaningful authority on employees, such
schemes were viewed as means by which management sought to maintain and
extend a relationship of dominance and control. To be sure, Ramsay’s account has
a coherent symmetry and has served to usefully cast light on certain issues, viz. the
potential tendentious use by management of schemes ostensibly participatory 1n
nature as a means of reinforcing prerogative. However, as will be discussed 1n

chapter 4, Ramsay’s thesis is based upon an unsatisfactory and overly narrow set of

assumptions with regard to the nature of the management function. There are

12



likewise methodological and theoretical flaws in the work. Suffice to say at this
stage that, in particular, the waning of trade union influence and authority that has
occurred over the last 20 years or so problematises a narrow focus on issues of
workplace control (cf. Ackers et al. 1992). Set within such a context a more
discriminating account has to explore the possibility of a more complex causality.
Indeed other cnitical, but less narrowly framed literatures, acknowledge the
potentially multifarious ends that both direct and indirect participation might serve
as a component of any managerial toolbox. For example, Marcel Bolle De Bal
(1992:607) has stressed five main functions: ideological (e.g. union weakening);
economic (improvement of the workforce); psychological (e.g. motivation);
organisational (e.g. de-bureaucratisation) and sociological (e.g. co-operation and
control) (ct. also Ackers et al. 1992; Marchington et al. 1992). In keeping with this
more thorough theorisation, and in contradistinction to extant accounts, 1t 1s argued
in later chapters that NERs may serve varied managerial ends and that the
presence of these phenomena 1s not reducible to any simple universal rationale or
grand theory. Through in-depth micro analysis 1t 1s additionally demonstrated that
disparate goals may be pursued by organisational actors operating at differing
hierarchical levels, and that managerial motive may similarly vary over time 1n

relation to external shocks and exigencies.

As discussed earlier, existing accounts have been largely preoccupied with the
second substantive theme of the research concerning the efficacy ot NERs as
institutions for the expression of collective employee voice. (ct. Broad, 1994,
Gollan, 2001; Lloyd, 2001; Watling and Snook, 2001). While the studies have

expressed dissatisfaction with the effectiveness of NER voice provision the

13



accounts are nevertheless largely descriptive and atheoretical in their analyses -
specifically the concept of ‘voice’ remains under-articulated and has not been
satisfactorily unbundled. Ultimately, there 1s a need to develop a set of analytical
tools that will further the systematic evaluation of NERs as mechanisms of
employee voice, particularly important in comparative work such as this. This task
1s additionally undertaken: the three NER structures in this study are exposed to a

thorough and searching examination through the lens of a conceptual framework

that operationalises voice 1n an intellectually rigorous and systematic manner.

Characteristically the principal defect of this mode of voice provision i1s
conceptualised in terms of an absence of power. However, the above studies
actually explain little in terms of why NERs lack recourse to this particular
resource. Within wider studies of trade union representation the generation of
manifest workforce power is classically viewed as a function of latent power
resources, i.e. the ability to impose collective sanction. The NER literature
suggests, however, that the potential to coerce employers into accepting employee
demands through combined workforce pressure is generally lacking. The thesis
again transcends existing research by re-connecting issues of apparent worktorce
passivity to the themes of leadership and workforce mobilisation, ultimately
tracking issues appertaining to the efficacy of voice to wider workplace cultural

and social dynamics.
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1.4 Thesis Outline

The main body of the thesis is divided into five chapters. In the following chapter a
methodological synopsis is provided. This argues the suitability of an in-depth case
study approach as a tool for both capturing issues of complex causality, and themes
appertaining to the empirical assessment of voice provision. Chapter 3 focuses on
the organisational context of the constituent study companies providing important
background matenal. It explores and summarises the principal contextual variables,
a necessary task 1f we are to shed light upon the presence of NERs and issues of
wider corporate strategy. In each instance this is followed by an outline of the
structure and terms of reference of each of the representative bodies. This both

provides further contextual data and serves as an essential input to the later

evaluation of the efficacy of the voice process.

Chapters 4 and 5 represent the two substantive data sections. The former explores
1in detail the theme of managerial motive. Following work by Ackers et al. (1992)
it draws upon contingency theory to unravel the managenal agenda. Firstly,
echoing existing accounts, it 1s argued that via this mode of intervention the various
management actors are responding to pressures relating to 1ssues of workplace
control. More specifically, the desire to direct 1ssues both of workplace change and
pay policy, without reference to a potentially obstructive external representative
agency, 1s seen to inform managerial thinking. In contradistinction to extant
accounts, however, in two of the organisations managenal interest 1s seen to
embody a more complex causality. This extends beyond a simple industrnal
relations logic, to matters 1in and around the generation of employee engagement

and involvement. It 1s argued that 1ssues relating to the nature of the
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production/service regime and labour market considerations are driving such a

differential response.

Within chapter 5 the empirical field of analysis is switched to the employee side,
and here the topic of the effectiveness of the voice process is considered. Given the
comparative nature of the research design, this raises important issues relating to
the defimition and operationalisation of the voice construct. To advance systematic
Cross case comparison, a framework for empirical analysis is crafted comprising
four principal dimensions: power, autonomy, competence and legitimacy. These
four vectors of voice become the principal axes for the presentation of the material
that highlights a variety of defects in the actual operation of this mode of
representation. As noted, extant accounts conceive of the deficiencies of these
structures predominantly in terms of the first concept - power. The more sensitive
treatment atforded by the importation of the above schema makes an important
theoretical contribution, both by more thoroughly exploring the complex topic of
power, and by demonstrating that the problems encountered by this mode of voice

are only fully explicable with reference to other fundamental difficulties.

A novel feature of the study 1s that each of the above chapters 1s preceded by a
discrete review of the literature germane to the topic. This 1s essential because
these represent somewhat disparate fields of analysis often drawing upon distinct
bodies of work. If the former chapter 1s predominantly concerned with

theorising the managenal motive underpinning the NER response in terms of core
environmental contingencies, the latter is preoccupied with more fundamentally

empirical issues relating to the operation and measurement of voice. This
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differential focus does not lend itself to a conventional discretely positioned

literature rev_iew, a facet reflected 1n the structure of the thesis.

While the body of the thesis comprises two chapters that are largely self contained,

each operating within the confines of its own theoretical boundaries, the

concluding chapter sets out to both reflect upon the major findings and provide
articulation by placing them on a broader theoretical canvas. Within this final
chapter the inherent tensions unleashed by this mode of intervention are
contemplated. Specifically, topics relating to the theoretical irreconcilability of the
pursuit of both corporate and workforce goals though a managerially derived
format are considered. Thus, for example, the theoretical nexus between
managerial goals in and around the maintenance of prerogative and the creation of
institutions formally ‘soft’ on power 1s afforded coverage. Furthermore, the
rationality and coherence of a managerial agenda, often pursuant of ‘rival logics’ of
action related to issues of both workplace control and employee empowerment, 1S
subject to critical scrutiny. It is ultimately argued that there are inherent
contradictions and tensions unleashed by this mode of managerial intervention,
manifest in a marked degree of dysfunctionality that undermines the generation of

beneficial outcomes, not simply for employees but also for management.
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Notes

1. Data applies to workplaces with over 25 employees.

2. The nomenclature utilised to describe such bodies varies: joint consultative
committee; company council; works council; staff council and employee
consultative committee are all widely utilised. As Gollan (2001:378) acknowledges
‘the varieties 1n terminology do not equate to differences in form and function’.

3. Thus, for example, under the terms of the Collective Redundancies (Protection
of Employment Legislation) (Amendment) Regulations 1999 employers may

consult with employees specially selected for statutory consultation purposes.
However, health and safety consultation 1s an ongoing requirement (James, cited in

Terry, 1999:20).
4. This likewise applies to consultation arrangements 1rrespective of union status.

For example, the 1998 WERS survey indicates that fewer than 10% of managers
saild the creation of such bodies followed an agreement with employees or trade

unions. Fewer than 5% said it happened at the request of staff (Millward et al.
2000:111).

5. Lack of independence also has profound legal implications. Specifically, 1t

represents grounds for a refusal of a certificate of independence under the Trade
Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992. These provision are of

significant importance for those employers seeking to pass off NERs as bona fide
trade unions (cf. Gollan’s ((2002)) account of News International).
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CHAPTER TWO

METHODOLOGY

The introduction set out the academic rationale underpinning the study and
afforded a preliminary indication of the conceptual architecture that will be utilised
to organise and evaluate the core themes outlined. This chapter details the principal
means ot data capture employed along with a brief epistemological sketch. The
latter synopsis is necessary in order to afford a degree of meta-theoretical
transparency, providing the reader with an indication of the a priori commitments
utilised to structure the empirical data. Building away from such philosophical
1ssues a justification 1s made for the core methodological tool - the case study
approach and the constituent research techniques utilised. Inevitably when a case
study methodology is selected the 1ssue of generalisability must be confronted; the
discussion tackles this theme articulating both a defence of the case study approach
and the utilisation of qualitative methodology more generally. The review moves
on to provide an account of the rationale for site selection including a sketch of the

principal variables of the case study organisations. The chapter closes with a brief

account of the means of data analysis.

2.1 Epistemological Matters

Given that one research aim is to explore and account for the managenal

motivation underpinning the presence of NER structures, the work may be seen as
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following within the positivist tradition that has informed much industrial relations
research. As Burrell and Morgan (1979:50) note, positivism is ‘based upon
epistemological assumptions dominated by a concern to search for and explain the
underlying regularities and structural uniformities which characterise the natural
world’. Positivism, howeve_r, represents an extremely broad church and my own
epistemological position embodies a relatively soft philosophical variant. This is to
be contrasted with more dogmatically positivist stances such as behaviourism and
what Little (1991:224) terms ‘predictive theory naturalism’. Thus, the assumption
underpinning the research 1s that while unquestionably explanation should be
striven for within the social sciences, the notion of very precise forecasting and
modelling akin to that encountered within the natural sciences 1s regarded as
untenable. Hence, the conclusions forged with regard to the managenal rationale
underpinning these structures, for example, must be regarded as indicative rather

than conclusive.

[t is argued that a broadly positivist approach may be justified on the grounds that
the search for causal explanation represents a legitimate role for social scientific
research, an assertion that many anti-positivists, e.g. those advocating what Little
(1991:232) describes as an anti-naturalist posture, would no doubt reject.
Adherence solely to the latter epistemology, finding its apotheosis in post-
modernism, would preclude the important role that the social sciences play within
social policy formulation, given that the overtly subjective focus provides minimal
scope for theorisation on social causation (cf. Kelly, 1998:108-125). Certainly
within the discipline of industrial relations the positivist approach has been put to

effective use, and this has in turn informed public policy contributing to the design
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and 1implementation of policies and practices (cf. Kochan, 1998). In particular
industrial relations agencies and institutions have been the focus of much theorising
and accordingly our understanding of the essential elements of the industrial
relations system, such as trade unions and collective bargaining, has been greatly

enhanced. It 1s ultimately within such a tradition of positivism that the study is

positioned.

2.2 The Case Study Approach

As discussed, this thesis 1s concerned with two core themes: the managerial
motivation underpinning the presence of NERs and (relatedly) the efficacy of
employee voice. As will become evident in chapter 4, with regard to the former
theme of causality there are detailed processes at work, processes that can only be
comprehended and described through the medium of complex concepts. Likewise,
1in chapter 5 the topic of efficacy i1s broached through a theoretical schema that
draws upon similarly rich conceptualisations. The interpretation and evaluation of a
textured reality through the agency of such intricate and multi-faceted constructs

lends itself naturally to a rigorous qualitative case study methodology. As Kitay

and Callus (1998:104) have noted:

The case study 1s particularly well suited to researching motives, power
relations or processes that involve understanding complex social
interaction,

- these represent integral facets of the study.

Within the introductory chapter criticism was made of the unsophisticated nature of

theorising in this area, and the over reliance upon unicausal explanations of
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managerial motive or ‘grand theory’. Developing this theme it was suggested that
the re-configuration of power resources to a situation considerably more conducive
to management renders a simple focus on control issues less than convincing. One
corollary implicit in such a critique is that the goals pursued by management are
likely to be conditional upon organisational context, rather than reducible to

a priori specification. The implications for research design are evident; there is a
clear need for NER structures to be observed holistically, i.e. embedded within

their socio-economic and historical context. Again this is a task to which the case

study 1s particularly well suited:

A case study 1s an empirical enquiry that investigates a contemporary
phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. In other words
you would use a case study method because you deliberately wanted to
cover contextual conditions - believing they might be highly pertinent to

your phenomenon of study (Yin, 1994:13).
The fit and suitability of a case study methodology - highly sensitive to context -
will become apparent within the two substantive chapters. Firstly, with regard to
managerial motive it 1s evident that the goals pursued are indeed multifarious and
contingent upon broader managenal strategies beyond those appertaining to the
management of the employment relationship per se. Similarly, within the context
of the efficacy of the voice process a notable facet 1s the extent to which the

flourishing economic health of an organisation can serve to mask deficiencies,

while a more laggardly financial performance serves to throw any shortcomings

into sharp relief.



2.2.1 The Ethno graphic Dimension

As various commentators usefully remind us (e.g.Y1n, 1994:1; Kitay and Callus,
1998:103), a case study must be regarded as an overarching research strategy,
rather than a technique. In this sense the particular research tools selected (see
below) are predominantly qualitative, indeed they combine in effect to provide
three ethnographic studies'. From this standpoint the thesis follows in the Warwick
iIndustrial relations tradition of fine grained micro-level research utilising, inter
alia, the technique of non-participant observation (see below) (cf. Batstone,
Boraston and Frenkel, 1978; Batstone, Ferner and Terry, 1983). Such an approach
was considered particularly apposite given the limited existence of textured
research rendering NERs largely unchartered territory. As Friedman and McDaniel
(1998:118) note, ‘the role of ethnography 1n discovery, and its focus on inductive
learning, make 1t especially important as a vehicle for entering new domains of
study’. This 1s particularly so where the researcher 1s seeking to decode 1ssues
appertaining to the collective nature of labour relations, since certain qualitative
techniques including face-to-face interviews ‘entail an inherent methodological
individualism’ (Hodson et al. cited in Friedman and McDaniel, 1998:119). It is
perhaps, however, the sensitivity to context that renders ethnography a particularly
apt tool for this sort of research focusing on micro-level institutions, a full

understanding of which requires an appreciation not simply of the external business

environment, but more subtly corporate 1deology:

Ethnography is ...uniquely suited to addressing certain research questions,
such as those that require an understanding of culture, social interaction, or
other aspects of complex social systems that cannot be reduced to
individual actions or attitudes (Friedman and McDaniel, 1998:117).
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T'he power of the ethnographic approach will be demonstrated at various junctures
within the thesis, not least in chapter 5, where the conditioning influence of

organisational culture upon the efficacy of NER voice provision is considered.

2.2.2 The Constituent Research Tools

Within each organisation four core approaches were utilised as part of the data
gathering exercise: semi-structured interviews; non-participant observation of
council meetings and other corporate events; documentary analysis; and more
informal discussions with employees. This accords with various prescriptions for

the use of multiple data collection methods:

If each method leads to different features of empirical reality, then no single
method can ever capture all the relevant features of that reality;
consequently, sociologists must learn to employ multiple methods 1n the
analysis of the same empirical events (Denzin, 1970:30; cf. also Eisenhardt,

1989).

Likewise the convergence of multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 1994: 93)

facilitated by such data ‘triangulation’ performs an important corroboratory

function.

The preliminary stage of the research in each instance involved a thorough analysis
of a wide range of documentary data. This included the relevant constitutions of the
representative bodies; training manuals; company newsletters; and access to the
corporate intranet. Most importantly, however, minutes of council gatherings for
the previous two years were requested for evaluation. Such an analysis served a
dual purpose. Firstly, 1t facilitated some early appreciation of the lexicon that
organisational actors utilise to structure their working lives. Specifically 1n this

regard the fashion for acronyms can prove somewhat daunting and impenetrable to
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outsiders. Through the minutes it was possible to become immersed in the ‘native
language’ of each organisation prior to entry into the field, allowing the interviews
to move immediately beyond laborious and time consuming matters of clarification
1n terminology. This is important because in conducting exhaustive qualitative
research there 1s inevitably a limited amount of time available. Most significantly,
however, the minutes were invaluable 1n constructing a chronology of recent key
events, the detail of which would provide the ‘structured’ element of the interview
protocols. The interview schedules were drawn up 1n all three instances following a
trawl through the minutes, with questions strongly informed by the documentary
analysis - predominantly framed around cnitical events, 1.e. a vanant of ‘critical
incident technique’ (cf. Chell, 1996; Patton, 1990:342). The utility of this approach
1s that in contrast to a standard semi-structured interview, often comprising
predominantly abstract questions, ‘there 1s a focus which enables the researcher to
probe aptly and which the interviewee can concentrate upon — a “hook™ upon
which they can “hang” their account’ (Chell, 1996:55). In Patton’s (1990:326)
terms, ‘something to push off against. Developing this point Chell (1996:68) has

argued that under such a research methodology:

The linkages between context, strategy and outcomes are more readily teased
out because the technique is focussed on the event which 1s explicated 1n
relation to what happened, why it happened, how it was handled and what the

CONsequences were.

Thus the data gleaned from the minutes functioned as a very powerful aide-
mémoire giving rise to the re-telling of accounts rich in narrative detail. Such
highly focussed questioning allowed impressions to be gained of how and why
management were utilising the representative bodies during various significant

episodes or ‘organisational dramas’ (1bid:71). Furthermore, 1t facilitated the
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longitudinal tracking of the decision making process. It was possible, therefore, to
build up an accurate picture of the influence of the constituent bodies; their ability
to reign-1n managerial prerogative, and hence the overall efficacy of the voice
process. As Patton (1990:294) has argued, such ‘knowledge and skill questions’
typically need a concrete context given that they can be quite threatening, adding
that 1t 1s, ‘helpful to ask them 1n conjunction with specific questions about activities
and experiences that have a bearing on knowledge and skill’ (ibid). To be sure, as
Scott (1994:38) advises within this sort of ethnographic, and indeed all forms of
qualitative research, ‘there are clear difficulties in understanding the past by means
of personal recollections and reflections’, not least due to the possibility of
systematic bias (cf. also Kitay and Callus, 1998:108). Developing this theme,
Godard and Delaney (2000:490) have observed that cognitive dissonance theory
suggests that if an interviewee is supportive of an innovation he or she may tend to
explain any appearance of dysfunction as a reflection of incomplete
implementation. Conversely, attribution theory (ibid) suggests a tendency to inflate
the success of innovations, particularly those ‘owned’ by various managenal
players. Herein, therefore, lays the necessity to interview a wide range ot corporate
actors, giving the researcher numerous measures of the same phenomenon,
reducing the influence of bias imbued through 1naccurate and selective accounts.
Consequently, at all three research locations interviews were conducted with
managerial actors representing a range of functional specialisms and hierarchical

position, as well as with both current and former representatives (see Appendix 1).

Interviews varied in length from one to thee hours and were of a standard structure.

Initially interviewees were probed regarding their biography before the discussion
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moved into the formal interview schedule. Additionally, where appropriate, actors

close to the representative process were quizzed regarding their task and function.
Inevitably, given the exploratory nature of the research, adjustments were made to
the interview protocol allowing for the development of emergent ideas and new
thematic areas of inquiry.” Thus data capture was a fluid and iterative process with
each new iterview building and expanding upon those already done through a
process of elucidation and elaboration. The interviews were generally concluded

with more unstructured discussions moving beyond the representative process per

se, aiding the desire to present a holistic account of the relevant institutions.

Given that a core theme of the research seeks to gauge the efficacy of the
representative process 1t was considered essential that attention should not be
focussed solely on those actors directly engaged within the consultation/negotiation
process; there was a clear need to canvass wider rank and file opinion. Such an
analysis 1s integral to an evaluation of the perceived legitimacy of the institutions
which 1n turn feeds into broader issues of efficacy discussed fully in chapter 5. The
desire at the outset was to conduct a series of focus group sessions; a request which
the ‘gatekeepers’ at each organisation 1nitially agreed to 1n early exploratory
meetings. Production (MediCo and FridgeCo) and service delivery (FinanceCo)
imperatives however, dictated that once on site supervisors proved <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>