OUR EMPLOYEESWOULD BE THE FIRST TO TELL YOU THAT
TT'S THE BEST THING THAT'SCOME ALONG IN YEARS."™

A BASIC MODEL
FOR EMPLOYEE
PARTICIPATION

BY ROGER D.
BOURDON

My intention is not to get into a
detailed discussion as to why em-
ployee participation is an impor-
tant organization development is-
sue. If you do not believe that a
participative role in an organiza-
tion is reinforcing to employees or
that employees, if allowed, can
make greater contributions to the
productivity of an organization,
then you probably will not want to
read any further. It may not, on
the other hand, be particularly
clear as to what behaviors an
employee participation system will
reinforce or what the specific ob-
jectives of such an effort might be.
The following are some objectives
that any organization might want
to consider.

» Early identification of prob-
lems in the business of the organi-
zation;

* Quicker and more knowledge-
able solutions to problems and at
lower levels;

* A more even and pervasive
distribution of responsibility
throughout the organization;

* Innovation in methods of con-
ducting the organization's busi-
ness,

» Reinforcement of positive em-
ployee behavior through rapid re-
sponse to positive contributions;

* An efficient method of com-
municating information both hori-
zontally and vertically;

* Increased productivity;

* Increased attendance;

* A more cooperative working
relationship and team orientation
among organization members;

» Development of organizational
identity in individual members;
and

* Identificationand development
of leadership within the organiza-
tion.

Attempts to respond to the
participative needs of employees
have ranged from the suggestion
box, a miserable failure in most
cases, to more complex plans such
as the "Scanlon Plan,” "Q.C.
Circle," "Zero Defects," and awide
range of team building and partici-
pative management approaches.
Some plans have extended the con-
cept of participation to include par-
ticipation in profitsand tied bonus-
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es or profit sharing into the Plan
(Scanlon); others have more fo-
cused objectives for their partici-
pation plans such as quality im-
provement (Q.C. Circle, Zero De-
fects). When faced with the task of
developing an employee participa-
tion plan for my own organization
previously mentioned, the ap-
proaches were surveyed, including
on-site visits and discussions with
employees working under partici-
pation plans. One of the things |
learned, largely through employee
contacts, was that plans which in-
corporated cash bonus systems did
not seem to fare any better than
those that did not. Employees in
bonus plans were aware of the
bonus but few were able to de-
scribe the relationship or contin-
gencies between their performance
in the participation plan and the
bonus. The bonus appeared to
blend in as part of the compensa-
tion package. Money did not
appear to be an essential ingred-
ient in designing an effective parti-
cipative environment. Our decision
was to design a plan without this
element.

There are several factors which



appear to be common to most
participation plans and which |
consider key issues in the success
of the model presented in this
article. These necessary ingred-
ients are as follows:

1. A belief that employees have
brains and are able and willing to
contribute more than they have
been allowed to.

2. A willingness to alow (trust)
employees to identify problems
and suggest solutions.

3. Open access to the system by
employees.

4. Participation by all employees
at all levels, including manage-
ment.

5. Willingness to use work time
for meetings.

6. Detailed administrative struc-
ture for the process.

7. Management accountability
for administration of the program.

8. Commitment to honest re-
sponses by management to em-
ployee recommendations.

9. Commitment by management
to listen.

10. A very rapid response/feed-
back procedure for all employee
input.

11. Employee validation of man-
agement response quality.

12. A willingness to communi-
cate and share organizational in-
formation.

13. Commitment of time and ex-
pertise to train supervision and
management to handle the pro-
cedure.

14. A process focus on issues
which relate to the daily perform-
ance of job duties (as opposed to
personality issues and problems
outside the control of local man-
agement).

15. Someone, "a gatekeeper,”
responsible for checking and con-
trolling the system who reports to
senior line management (time and

money).

A Basic Model

The following model describes
an "Employee Participation Plan"
instituted in a labor intensive,
three shift, manufacturing en-
vironment with 25 to one labor/
management ratio. This E.P.P.
was designed to meet the pre-
viously stated objectives and re-
spond to the "key ingredients” also

noted. The E.P.P. hinges on a
team concept with teams being
constituted at the employee, su-
pervisor, department head and
plant level in pyramid fashion.
Production Performance Teams:
Asthetitlewould imply, teams are
constituted for the purpose of
identifying and solving production
problems and issues. The objective
as understood by al employees is
to remove obstacles which impede
individual job performance and
recommend actions which enhance
productivity and quality. A team is
established for each shift within
each department. Each team is
made up of three to eight em-
ployees and the shift supervisor
who serves as the team leader and
facilitator. Team structure and
size is determined by two factors:
1) the number of major job cate-
gories represented on the shift,
and 2) the total number of em-
ployees on the shift. Each employ-
ee must have an opportunity to
serve on the team — team service
is not required — for two consecu-
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and the membership of each team.

Supervisors in each department
participate as team members with
the department head serving as
team leader. Department heads in
turn participate as team members
with the plant manager serving as
team leader. Management-level
teams meet at times between shift-
team meetings so as to have the
benefit of shift team input.

Developing a Team Log

The vehicle for documenting and
tracking participant input is the
team log. The log is a sheet, or
sheets, of paper with four columns.
The column heads are Problem,
Ideas and Suggestions, Who Han-
dles, Action Taken, and Priority
(level 1, 2, or 8). This log is filled
out by the team leader at the end
of each team meeting. During the
meeting the same column heads
are put on a large blackboard in
full view of the entire team. As
problems are identified and dis-
cussed they are written on the
blackboard along with the team’s
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suggestions and ideas for resolu-
tion of the problem. The team also
recommends who’ should be re-
sponsible for following through on
the item — usually management
personnel. At the end of the meet-
ing the items are simply trans-
ferred from the blackboard to the
log sheet. The log sheet is then
given to the person who manages
the E.P.P. for the entire plant. In
the present case that person is a
management-development special-
ist. It could just as easily be a
personnel specialist or other staff
or line head. Someone must be re-
sponsible for the integrity of the
program, and that person should
be accountable to the head of the
organization who should view the
E.P.P. as their plan. Any less in-
volvement by the organization
head will greatly diminish the
plan’s effectiveness. It cannot exist
as a side issue!

When log sheets have been
turned in from all shift team meet-
ings, the plan manager compiles
them into a master log for distribu-
tion to upper tiers of management.
They are, in turn, used in man-
agement-level team meetings.
During these meetings new items
are added and log items from shift
team meetings are responded to.
The complete log ends up on the
plent manager’s desk. The plant
manager then reviews al items,
checks for the quality of responses
in the action taken column, and
follows-up on items for which there
has been no action taken. Actions
taken are reported to the plant
manager who notes these actions
on the team log before the com-
plete log is delivered to the plant
manager and before the next
round of team meetings is sched-
uled.

The action taken column is, of
course, the important one. | cannot
overemphasize the importance of
honest responses to team sugges-
tions. With the slightest hint of
management " put-offmanship," the
effectiveness of what you are
tryingto doislost. It is far better
to say that it can't be done and give
the real reason, than to give
excuses. You will be tested! The
first few rounds of team meetings
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are critical. Management is on trial
and employees will have a wait-
and-see attitude. It’s all up to man-
agement during these first months.

Prior to each subsequent team
meeting the log is redistributed to
team leaders. The action taken on
previous log items are reviewed
for employee validation and dis-
cussion. If these items pass muster
they are rubber stamped “com-
plete.” As a rough index of how
you are doing, you should shoot for
a minimum of 70 percent of log
items completed between each
team meeting. No sheet should be
removed from the log until all
items are stamped “complete.”
Items which remain unresolved for
more than 30 days should be
flagged by putting them on a dif-
ferent color sheet within the log;
we use pink. In addition to the
regular log, we have found it
necessary to use a separate log
attached to the regular log for
listing long term items. These are
items that have resulted in deci-
sions which cannot be implement-
ed immediately due to scheduling
or capital problems — roofing job,
machinery purchases, waiting on
parts, ete.

Because the timely completion of
“actions” on log items is the key
effort, a report should be gener-
ated which gives the number of log
items by category — production,
guality, safety, stock flow, ma-
chinery repair, etc. — for each
round of meetings and the number
of itemsresolved by the date o the
next round of meetings; expressed
in percent, totaled, and summar-
ized. Such areport will provide top
management with a pulse on pro-
gress and will pinpoint continuing
problem areas.

Team Meetings

Teams should meet every two
weeks for no more than one hour.
At the onset of the plan, the
number of items and resulting
work load is apt to be high, as
many as 120 items for an organiza-
tion of 350 persons. As these initia
items become resolved, the num-
ber of items produced in team
meetings will begin to diminish as
will the required meeting time.
When team meetings begin to take

(Continued on Page 28)
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less than 30 minutes, you can con-
sider going to a monthly meeting
schedule.

The agenda in a team meeting
has four segments. The first seg-
ment is the communication seg-
ment. During this segment infor-
mation concerning the organiza-
tion is communicated to employees
by the team leader. The objective
here is to create an informed
employee who does not have to
rely on the rumor mill for informa-
tion and does not get surprised by
changesthat affect his/her job. In-
formation from all levels of the
organization is prepared ahead of
time and distributed to team
leaders. This may include informa-
tion on market conditions, product
or machinery changes, personnel
changes, company profitsand rein-
forcing comments on employee
performances. Questions are often
asked in this segment which can-
not be answered immediately.
These are noted, followed-up on,
and an answer given to the em-
ployee on an A.S.A.P. basis. An
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answer is guaranteed.

The second segment is devoted
to areview of items and "actions
taken" on the team log. During
this segment employees validate
that noted actions have been taken
and have an opportunity to review
the quality of the result. Satisfac-
tory actions are marked "com-
plete."

The third item of business, and
the one which takes the greatest
share of time, is the identification
of new log items and their corres-
ponding suggestions and assign-
ments of responsibility. This seg-
ment puts the greatest demands
on the team leader in several re-
spects. It is their responsibility to
foster full participation by all team
members while at the same time
helping the team to focus on pro-
ductive issues. They must also
help the grdup to clarify the prob-
lems individual team members
bring to the meeting and help them
to generate workable solutions.
They must do al this in a non-
authoritarian fashion — a leader-
ship style that not many supervi-

sors are accustomed to.

The fourth and final segment on
the agendais to prioritize the new
log items. This is done by assign-
ingal, 2 or 3to each item. This
simply reflects the team's feelings
concerning the relative urgency o
each item, with "1" representing
the most urgent.

A comment is in order here on
the role of the team leader be-
tween team meetings. It is their
responsibility to attend to and
follow-upon al log items which are
within their control and authority.
Where items fall outside their
control, it istheir responsibility to
monitor the progress of others on
those items. Because he/she can-
not personally resolve the items
does not absolve him/her of re-
sponsibility.

Training Requirements
and Administration

Training for a participation plan
is critical. Supervisors and depart-
ment-level managers typically
have little experience working
with groups, particularly in a
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participative atmosphere. If they
do have group experience, it is
more apt to have been authoritar-
ian in tone — they talked and
others listened. This is a difficult
history for many to overcome. Our
experience suggests that it will
take, onthe average, three months
d training with a minimum of two
hours per week.

You will need at least one
trainer experienced in leadership
and communication skills and the
use of some video equipment.
Without going into great detail on
the training program, we put our
effort into three skill areas: 1)
reflective listening, 2) assertion
training, and 3) behavior rehearsal
o team meetings. The greatest
amount of effort is spent on
behavior rehearsal, or role play, of
team meetings, incorporating the
firsttwo skills. Using small classes
of six to eight managers, written
roles are given to each role player
in the mock team meeting which
depict every conceivable situation
which might come up in an actual
team meeting. Trainees take turns
at the team-leader role and al role
plays are videotaped. These tapes
are fed back, critiqued and used
for further instruction. We train to
criterion! We do not turn any
manager loose until they have
demonstrated that they are able to
handle a team meeting, regardless
o the number of extra sessions it
takesto prepare them — and some
will require extra sessions. In fact,
we do not initiate the participation
plan until we are comfortable with
the ability of all team leaders to
conduct team meetings. For this
reason | would suggest not an-
nouncing an initiation date until al
training is completed. A prema-
ture start could be a disaster.

Thefirst six months of the plan's
existence will create a great deal of
work for everyone and will require
a maximum effort from manage-
ment, if you are to succeed. After
the first six months the work load
will subside and the process will be
absorbed by the organization. If
you are in a manufacturing en-
vironment you can expect a great
deal of demand to be placed on
shop and maintenance personnel.
Because of the beginning deluge of

log items management will have to
spend significant time following up
and following through.

The first few months will re-
quire 75 percent of a full-time
person to administer the plan and a
full-timeclerk. This will subside in
six months to 30 percent for the
plan administrator and a half-time
clerk, based on an organization of
350 to 450 individuals.

The plan has actually turned out
to be a time saver. Turn around
time on problems is quicker. Prob-
lems do not "float" up to higher
levels of management and become
management time wasters. They
are resolved at the appropriate
level. Employees watched with
awe as problems, some of which
had been longstanding, that had
been identified in the morning's
meeting were being resolved dur-
ing the same day.

Production and quality have im-
proved not from working harder,
but because impediments to work
have been removed. Removal of
stock flow problems, inadequate

machinery conditions, safety ha-
zards, and the advent of better
ways of doing things have al con-
tributed to this, not to mention the
increase in quality and quantity of
communication.

Employees are better informed
and no longer have to endure the
frustrationsof depending on rumor
for information and second guess-
ing management. Employees are
heard and see the direct result of
their input into the organization.
The quality of work life has im-
proved for everyone concerned.

Our employees would be the
first to tell you that "it's the best
thing that's come along in years."
Try it, you'll like it.

Roger D. Bourdon is currently corpor-
ate director of Human Resource Devel-
opment at J.P. Stevens and Co-., Inc.,
Greenville, SC. Previously he was vice
president of Behavioral Systems Inc.,
Atlanta, GA. Mr. Bourdon is affiliated
with the Academy of Management,
American Psychological Association and
is a member of ASTD.
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