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The Transformation of Participation

Employee participation, influence and the workimgieonment

By Busck, O., T. H. Jgrgensen, H. Knudsen andnH,lAalborg University, Denmark
June 2008

Introduction

The point of departure for this contribution is gwprisingly simultaneous growth during the last
10 to 20 years of two phenomena. One is compriseéw forms of management focusing on
human resources, involvement of employees, jobraumy etc., the other is made up of an increase
in psychosocial work environment problems as wigedsn surveys of employee contentedness,
increasing absenteeism because of stress andpstyehological problems, increasing numbers of
work-related mental disorders and increased exauisom the labour market due to psychosocial
problems at work.

As regards Denmark and the other Scandinavian dearioth tendencies, increased participation
and increased psychosocial problems, have beeryctEerumented. But also at the European level
these tendencies seem to prevail, and North Amerigsearch points to the same. The immediate
guestion that arises is whether the ruling paradmnthe understanding of the relation between the
psychological job demands and the mental healdngfloyees, based on R. Karasek’s and T.
Theorell’s demand-control model, has lost its poefezxplanation. Has the context, by virtue of
socio-cultural processes of change, modern, flexitlims of organisation or other issues, changed
so much that it no longer applies that increasbcctrol through influence and skill discretion
compensates for increased demands? This quesksricasloser scrutiny. In addition, and at a
more general level, the question arises as to wehetimployee participation, including the
employees’ influence on their own working condisiors still at all capable of ensuring the quality
of the working environment, as traditionally assdmaed to a large degree reflected in the
regulation of working conditions and industrialatbns.

In this article the theoretical foundation is presel of a new Danish research project investigating
the meaning of employee participation for the dyaif the working environment in different
organisational contexts of modern working life. BBgans of case studies in a series of different
trades, including both private and public entiaesl covering traditional industrial production, low
and high quality service work and very knowledgsdshwork, the following questions are
investigated

a. What characterizes employee participation ingames with a good and with a bad working
environment, respectively?

b. How is participation in its different forms alebels connected with the quality of the working
environment?

c. What mechanisms are concretely at work in tkesaections?

The main hypothesis is that employee participaitidooth its direct and indirect forms correlate
positively with quality in the working environmert the same time a secondary hypothesis is at
hand assuming that in certain contexts a negatmeaction may be at work. The main hypothesis
is founded on previous research, commented belogvcancerning the psychosocial work



environment it is specifically founded in the demarontrol model, which in this way is expected
still to have some explanatory value. Participatarries the potential for employees to control the
work process and to influence the demands so tpedger balance between demands and
challenges of the work and the resources of thiwicheal may be achieved. Research confirming
this picture is constantly being published (Sied2306, Egan 2007, Christensen 2008). However, if
participation is subjected to a rationale of utjlis strongly oriented towards productivity,
subsumed by the values of the company, individuaijanised and without collective influence on
the workload, the secondary hypothesis may holdebsed job autonomy and task variation may
prove insufficient to maintain the balance betwgdndemands and individual resources. The
attractive side of flexibility may turn into ‘theeedy working life’ (Hochschield 2001), and team
organisation may have ‘negated’ the function of‘therkers’ collective” to regulate the yield and
load of the individual worker.

Central concepts

For the purpose of this article, the Scandinaviamcept, working environment, is preferred to the
Anglo-Saxon, occupational health and safety, and #mbraces the broader definition of the
concept enshrined as embedded in Scandinaviandegs This legislation is based on what is
called ‘the extended concept of health’, wheretesfsatory working environment is seen as
conditioned not only by the absence of risks tdthesnd safety, but in a positive way maintains
healthy working conditions, and as such includdsy@ension of well-being. This concept would
seem relevant to the present discussion of thetgudlithe working environment where
absenteeism, job changes and injuries foundedychpsogical strain have increased steeply in
number. Furthermore, it is reasonable to arguevthah employees, at least in a Scandinavian
context, are asked about their views on the heailthsafety conditions of their job their answers
are based on this broad concept rather than the nasrow categories of the health and safety
professionals (Andersen et al 2007).

The concept of the working environment is dividetbithe physical environment, including
physical, chemical and biological influences ars#ts| and the psychosocial environment, including
the mental or psychological influences and riske Toncept of psychosocial working environment
is chosen when the focus is shifted from the effect the individual to the influencing factors in

the environment, where the social relations ofwlekplace, culture and organisation of work are
important. Siegrist and Marmot (2004) define thgch®social environment as “the socio-structural
range of opportunities that is available to anvidlial to meet his or her needs of well-being,
productivity and positive self-experience” (p. 7)

Employee participation is about the participatio anfluence of employees in the decisions which
are made in companies at different levels. In tihernational literature a distinction is made
between indirect participation, where influencexgrcised by elected representatives (shop
stewards, safety representatives, worker directord)direct participation, when workers in an
immediate way either individually (e. g. in theroof job enrichment) or in groups (teamwork)
take part in decisions. It is a tradition in int&ional research to conceive of participation aseta
on different fundamental rationales that in diffgrhistorical contexts have been more or less
dominant. These rationales are in the main fornpsessed by a ‘democratic’ or ‘humanistic’
rationale, a ‘social-integrationist’ rationale aaud ‘efficiency’ or ‘utility’ rationale (Hyman &
Mason 1995, Knudsen 1995, Heller et al 1998, Makegl 2001). Indirect participation (also
named ‘employee patrticipation’), which is basedlminfluence of unions and legislation, is
connected with an institutional-reformist polititcahdency and thus the integrationist rationale,



while direct participation (also named ‘employeealvement’), which is predominantly initiated
by employers, is based on a liberal historical ézray and oriented towards the utility rationale..

Employee participation can further be categorisealccordance with its intensity, which by
Knudsen is defined as a function of the powers ggxsed by employees in the participation and the
scope or level of decisions encompassed by thepation, which may be expressed in terms of
decisions at operational, tactical and strategielte The concept of intensity in this way
accumulates more of the concepts that are uséetilitérature, e.g. Marchington (2005), speaking
of ‘degree’, ‘scope’ and ‘level’ of decisions andrficipation. The relations between the intensfty o
indirect and of direct participation can be shownmathe figure below (after Knudsen 1995 and
Busck 2007).

The intensity of participation

Powers Range of direct participation

Self-determination
Range of indirect participation

Co-decision

Joint consultation

Information

Operational Tactical Strategic Reach

decisions

The figure illustrates that direct participatiortla operational level, i.e. in decisions pertagtio
concrete job performance, may mean maximal padiwp and influence; namely as self-
determination or self-management, while indirectipgation may (but certainly not always)
conversely mean participation and influence intsgiig decisions, e.g. about the growth or
reduction of a company. The latter might be theegasompanies encompassed by the German
legislation on co-decision or the Scandinavianitibns of works councils and worker directors.

Tendenciesin the development of the working environment and employee participation
Concerning the physical working environment, thaistput upon employees has been
characterised by a more or less constant presarigenimark as well as in the rest of EU
throughout the last 10 to 20 years (Arbejdsmiljpinget 2006, Labriola et al 2007, European
Foundation 2006a&b), which may be surprising inliglet of the general tendency to outsource
manual, strenuous jobs globally. However, concertine strains of the psychosocial working
environment, a clearly increasing tendency is \@sgimnong Danish and European employees (Ibid,
Siegrist 2006). Stress is, together with fatigusosd only to back- and muscle-pains as the highest
scoring risk factors in the European Working Caods Surveys of the European Foundation in
Dublin in 2000 and 2005. Reasons for stress at wmkhamed as increased job demands,
insufficient job autonomy and ‘coping-capacity’tok employees compared with the time pressure
(Houtmann 2005). In both 2000 and 2005 as welh&ciandinavian surveys, increased work-speed



and —intensity is found. In another study basether2000-findings it is found that job autonomy in
general has increased throughout Europe, but filitisatly to compensate for increased job
demands. Subjected to an analysis based on Kaaasekheorell’s demand-control model, the
study finds that the psychosocial strain is indrepamong employees in the EU, especially among
workers whose jobs are localised within the ‘higtais quadrant’ (high demands, low control)
(Dhondt 2002). Danish research has documentedltiwatt one third of all absenteeism, premature
pensioning and early retirement pay in Danish cangsais connected with a bad working
environment, where especially the indications déteriorated psychosocial work environment are
referred to (Lund et al 2003).

During the same period as the psychosocial work@mwment has gained a much larger influence
over the health, well-being and absenteeism of eyaas, a significant development has taken
place in the forms of management and work orgapisaln a complex process connected with the
transition of the industrial society into an infation- or service society, Japanese superioritiien
manufacturing sector, globalisation and the intaiden of neoliberal lines of thought a new
orientation of Western world companies’ ideals eattbnales of control has taken place. The
importance of using human resources to enhanceugtisdy has come into focus, and an
organisational strategy of rationalisation has natke place of or supplemented a technological
strategy (Limborg 2002). At the same time flexiyilhas become the password for companies’
growth in a changeable and competitive environnlidaid & Hasle 2003, Sennett 1999), as
illustrated by the figure below.

Information Globalisation
technoloar
\ flexible flexible /
production
man@ement -
flexible
Customers’
demand

Figure 2, illustrating the context for companielsbice of a strategy of flexibility (cf Csonka 2000)

For the employees, the new forms of managemenbagahisation have first and foremost meant a
demand for readiness to switch over to new funsfimympetencies/organisations etc. However,
they have also been accompanied by delegatiorspbrsibility and competence as well as regard
for human needs in working life. Wiezer et al (2P@gfply the matrix below to characterize the
different forms of work organisation within whiche employees covered by the surveys of the
European Foundation can be grouped.



Human factor orientation

Low Hic
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Relations
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It is argued by Wiezer et al that for every forntygdical work organisation, specific conditions for
the psychosocial environment are established.

In the international research on participatione¢hera shared empirically observed finding that
increased employee participation or involvementleen taking place in companies from the mid
80s and onwards both in Europe and in the US (Madgman & Thompson 2005, Markey 2002,
EPOC 2005). At the same time it is a common obsiervéhat the form of participation which is
increasing is the direct, employer-initiated forra, employee involvement, connected with the
utility rationale.

It is difficult to estimate the percentage of comiga employing flexible management and work
organisation. Different investigations convergetlosm assessment that the percentage of companies
with a more or less ‘pure’ form is in the rangebetween 25 and 40% in Europe and the US
(Dhondt 2000, Csonka 2002). But many companiestaaeacterized by using parts of the particular
ideas and methods. Furthermore, modern compangenieral are characterised by frequent shifts
between forms and methods of management and cenaiptoduction (Nielsen 2003). The

general development in European industrial strectowards more knowledge-based and service
work at the expense of both the primary and theufamturing sectors, which is evident in the
occupation of European employees according to WE€ EBurveys, naturally also influences the
forms of management and work organisation. A grgwinmber of jobs in Europe are
characterized by computerization, working at vaghtspeeds, monotonous work and working in
permanent and direct contact with clients. Thesaghas go along with an extension of shift work,
irregular working hours and flexible work arrangerse(Siegrist 2006, p.6).

The rise of flexible forms of production accorditoga series of researchers (Csonka 2000, Wiezer
et al 2001, Navrbjerg 1999) may follow one of twaihs, corresponding to ‘lean’ and
‘sociotechnology’ respectively from the figure aloWhe one being the ‘low’ road (leaning on
Atkinson’s concept of “flexible firm”) implying arfarrow’ flexibility characterized by outsourcing,
core and periphery work forces and frequent reasgdion. The other one being the *high’ road,
including HRM-orientation and focusing on qualisgrvice-mindedness and innovation, and
counting on multifunctional employees and involveitnaf employees through job enrichment and
teamwork. A third type of flexible production mag lentified in the knowledge-based sector, the



‘hyper-flexible company’, counting on omnipoterg}fsorganising and self-developing employees
(Csonka 2000).

Regardless of which concept of production a cleadéncy to more job autonomy is
distinguishable. European employees have acquiaed space for decisions and skill discretion in
connection with how they perform their jobs. Thep@mal evidence is inter alia provided by the
EWC surveys by the European Foundation. In the 2@@&on it is found that over 60% of the
employees can choose or change the order in wheshgerform their job, as well as their speed
and method of work. Scandinavian research showsaime development (Arbejdsmiljginstituttet
2003).

All available research as well as the hard facthénform of numbers of employees and produced
output attest to an increased intensity of workrduthe last 10 to 20 years, including the public
sector, which augmented by the New Public Managémnegmme and the canonization in the EU
system has incorporated the efficiency rationaléhefprivate sector. At the same time it is shown
that strenuous factors have been maintained iphksical working environment of European
employees, whereas a significant deterioratiomefsychosocial working environment has
occurred. “...there is solid evidence that therelles=n a real increase in mental and emotional
demands and threats at work during the past fewdd=t (Siegrist 2006, p.6).

Resear ch into therelationship between new regimes of participation and the working
environment

At this point the interesting question is: How ¢ha simultaneous increases in work intensity and
direct participation, including increased job-cahtn the one hand, and deteriorated psychosocial
environment on the other hand be explained. Relsa@ati@ the consequences of employee
participation for the working environment is rathierited. More specifically it appears to be
insufficiently documented as to whether or notitteeeased job autonomy has been decoupled
from the maintenance of a satisfying working enmiment, or if it by itself may constitute a
psychological strain. What is alluded to here esdimbiguous character of the modern, flexible
forms of organisation, which on the one hand detegssponsibility and competences to the single
employee or a group of them and on the other hantadd more results from their performance.
Jessen & Hvenegaard did a literature review in 289@eamwork and the psychosocial
environment and found that although teamwork gelyarecreases job-satisfaction, it also
generally increases the psychological demands #ed blocks social support at work, an
important dimension of a safe psychosocial enviremim

In general the international research on partimpdinds that in addition to increased productivit
through ‘commitment’ employee participation througbtivation and ‘empowerment’ contributes
to higher degrees of well-being at work (Wilper889Heller 1998). However, there are also
findings that do not confirm this main tendencyrtiégation can be experienced as frustrating if
management organises it in an ‘inauthentic’ or palaiting way (ibid). Strauss (1998) identifies a
series of contextual variables that respectivetymmte or counteract the successful working of
employee participation. Two central variables &eedegree of trust between management and
employees and the parties’ experience of benetita participation. In a newly published Danish
research project on the psychosocial working emwrent it was also found that trust is a
fundamental parameter for establishing a good wgrknvironment ((Sgrensen et al 2008).



Indirect participation and the working environment

Research into the meaning of indirect participgtiwhere safety committees and other joint
committees and fora are being studied, appeaisdafclearly positive connection between
participation and a good working environment (Fi&ckValters 2000, Eaton & Nocerino 2000,
Walters & Nichols 2006, Popma 2003). Frick and \&faftcomprehensive literature review
concludes that representative participation dubéacombined activity of unionized employees and
union support leads to fewer injuries at work, #mat the working environment is obviously better
at workplaces with organised labour than withoautDenmark, Hasle in his review of Danish
research into the workings of the institutionaliSadety Organisation over 30 years concludes that
it has contributed to an “internal discourse in pames, which no doubt helps in the solution of
many health and safety problems.” (2001, p.7). HareHasle adds, it has not succeeded in
incorporating "the working environment in the cahtlecion- and planning processes in the
companies.”. A similar conclusion is drawn by Jen&002), who speaks of limited success for the
health and safety work in Denmark, primarily regerfor larger companies.

The growing psychosocial problems have shown diltfito handle within the traditional working
area of the Safety Organisation as the problemsfter touching upon organisational and
managerial questions (for which reason the emp#ssociations in Denmark vehemently have
resisted regulation of the field). As a consequemarks councils and similar joint institutions have
come into focus as possible arenas for solutigoratblems. At the European level the social
partners have agreed in a common effort towardgepiteng stress at work, which in Denmark has
been integrated into the existing collective agrests in the private as well as in the public sector
Agervold, in 2002, found that over two thirds oétiworks councils had “safety and environmental
issues” on the agenda; real negotiations, howewdy,occurred in 26% of the committees, and
only 10% made joint decisions. In the public setherpossibility of merging works councils and
safety committees into a unified forum for “co-unhce” in Denmark has lead to a possible
strengthening of the preventive work regarding waglenvironmental problems. Navrbjerg (2005)
found that employee representatives in municigaitwith a unified system were more inclined to
see the work strengthened than their colleagussimcipalities where the old system prevailed.
The shop steward institution as well can have #igesnfluence on the working environment
work. Hasle and Mgller (2005) found that a closepayation between management and shop
stewards on the organisation of production in Daslaughterhouses lead to obvious
improvements in the psychosocial environment.

All together the studies of indirect participatipoint to positive effects in the working

environment. This is not really surprising, as esgntative participation has been established in
order to give employees a certain collective inficee on their working conditions. However,
collective influence may prioritise other concetinan the working environment, such as increased
income or the survival of the company and hencesgaturity. For this reason, it cannot be excluded
that indirect participation in specific contextcaried out in ways that do not promote the qualit

of the working environment. It is highly probablet the forms of participation oriented towards
the working environment, i.e. safety representataed health and safety committees, have a
positive effect on the physical working environmemhereas research, at least Danish, gives reason
to believe that it is ineffective or has a limiteifliect on psychosocial environmental problems
(Kristensen & Smith-Hansen 2003, TI-Arbejdsliv 20@ristiansen & Limborg 2005).

Meanwhile, the effects of the increased focus grcipssocial problems of the general cooperative
practices by works councils etc., still needs tshewn.



Direct participation and the working environment

Concerning direct participation and its influencetbe working environment, the research results
are much more ambivalent. On the one hand direttyation means that employees can exert
more influence on their working situation and hetate action against physical as well as
psychosocial threats in their working environmemt the other hand direct participation is typically
introduced on the basis of the utility rationalender to intensify work and make it more
productive. North American studies of “high perfamaee” workplaces characterized by ‘lean’ or
‘flexible’ production and teamwork find a negatieerrelation with the working environment, for
instance as measured by the number of accidengs iEincreased direct participation may have
some positive effect, the increase in intensitynévally compromises these effects (Harrison &
Legendre 2003, Azkenazy 2001, Foley & Polaney 2006)

In Denmark, the effect of direct participation teen demonstrated by a systematic research effort
based on the concept: of ‘work that fosters persgroavth’ (the SARA programme). From an
individual perspective the concept is defined asrigiving the individual much influence on his
own work, development opportunities, freedom ofice@nd meaningfulness” (Kristensen &
Smith-Hansen 2003: 12). As such, it was to a lasgent the effect of direct participation that was
measured. The quantitative results showed thatypesof work correlated positively with good
health and well-being and negatively with stressaning that all in all it was positively connected
with a good quality of the working environment. Tiesults of the qualitative studies, however,
showed a less consistent picture. More autonontlyarwork was not always experienced as an
improvement in the working environment (Hvid & Hag003, Hvid 2003). In Norway, the
research programme ‘Bedriftsudvikling 2000’ in danation of the strong sociotechnical tradition
in the country made an effort to demonstrate siamglbus improvements in effectiveness and the
working environment through increased direct pgréiton. Hansen (2002), reviewing the
programme, found that the employees did experiandenprovement in the working environment,
but at the same time he rejects the assumptiorpdraitipation, democracy and the working
environment go hand in hand. Quite negative resuméiound by research in knowledge-based
work, where a high degree of autonomy in work agltimanagement may also lead to the transfer
to the employee of the responsibility for his or ben mental health. The handling of psychosocial
problems, furthermore, is individualised (Tynell020 Ipsen 2006).

It could be assumed that direct participation hhgyher probability of influencing the working
environment positively in the Scandinavian coussttigan in, for example, North America because
of the stronger tradition of representative pgpation and union influence in the these countries,
meaning that some control of the conditions und@ckvdirect participation was carried out could
be maintained. In the EPOC study (2005) SwederDaminark clearly came out as countries
where joint decision-making generally took placepto the introduction of different forms of
direct participation. Furthermore, the study showed, in general, direct and indirect participatio
work well together, which is also found in Scandiaa research (Hvid 2003). However, the
Scandinavian countries in the EPOC study are &¢solg distinguished as countries that to a
higher degree than other European countries aotigirg flexible forms of management, and in
both countries the psychosocial working environnaggears to be no better than in other
countries. Marklund et al (2005) in a review of $gd research on absenteeism due to iliness
found that increased absenteeism in Sweden sieaaith90s could not be explained by a
deteriorated physical working environment, but eatiound its reason in a deteriorated
psychosocial environment. They concluded that thanrfactors behind the increase in
absenteismwere increased work speed and a sl ibalance between job demands and job-



control in relation to structural changes towardaseriean production and less influence for the
employees. In a joint study of absenteeism dubnesss in the Scandinavian countries by the
national working environment research centres @séhcountries, it was found that the increase in
absenteeism found in these countries is mainlytaugcreased psychosocial working environment
problems (Arbejdsmiljginstituttet 2003).

It is at this point that the ambivalence of thesérg research is demonstrated, as it is oftemtake
for granted that if only job autonomy is increasedreased psychological job demands can be
handled or ‘coped’ with. Job autonomy has in gdrnaaeased in Europe as well as in North
America, not the least in Scandinavia, and irrespeof a higher level of institutionalised
employee participation in Scandinavia the increasexk intensity everywhere has lead to
increased psychosocial strain with stress as the rasult. Most of the research still finds itself
within Karasek and Theorell's paradigm for the ustending of the relationship between
psychological job demands and stress. But as obfaaes already pointed out (Wainwright &
Calnan 2002, Sgrensen et al 2007) the demand-tomdatel was developed in a culture of
industrial work and is not without a certain idegittal framework in the form of a possible win-win
scenario contained in the model meant to unite lmdénests in increased productivity and interests
in health and well-being. This scenario, indicatihgt increased productivity can be achieved
without causing stress as long as job-control isespondingly increased is actually expressed in
the EU’s Green paper on “Partnership” and the datssfrom the Lisbon summit. Wiezer et al
(2001) in their “Background paper for the EU-sumifidr a better quality of work’ confront the
implicit assumptions in the approach that flexibtganisations — even those to be found in the
‘sociotechnical’ quadrant — is a guarantee fortéelbevorking environment.

The weaknesses of the model, in addition to th@leifact that service and knowledge-based work
today is more common than industrial work, conceton the following:

- Indirect participation during the last 10 to 20 ngehas lost significance in connection with the
relative weakening of the unions and in particitid@as lost authority in respect to influence on
the conditions of work which, according to Karasekl Theorell’s theory, was preconditioned to
be taken care of through collective bargaining ég8sen 2007)

- Modern forms of management focusing on human regssunave applied strategies and
techniques, including standardised systems ancuMzsed management, that increase job
autonomy while the framework within which such awdmy exists is designed from above. In
both service- and knowledge-based work the expegiefh more psychological strain from
unpredictable and borderless job demands thamdtan lack of influence in the job prevails.
However, in modern industrial work, elements of Wiexlge work and customer orientation are
also present, as is the experience of borderlesanigs (Lund & Hvid 2007).

- The flexible forms of organisation, including inased delegation of responsibility and blurred
divisions between management competencies and soampetencies of employees, have
‘negated’ the functions of the ‘workers’ collecti®&lavrbjerg 1999 and Lysgaard 1967). In
teamwork, the social support function of camaragevhich in the model, together with
influence is given decisive meaning for the mehgallth, is at risk of being substituted by
relations of authority and conflict (Jessen & Hvga@rd 2000). Where self-management is
employed there is a danger that social supportbeilsubstituted by competition among
employees (Wadel 2005)



These changed conditions in the fundamental dyrab@btnveen job demands and the participation
and mental health of employees have to do withéletions between management and employees
in companies. A consideration of how the culturalgesses of individualisation in the surrounding
society, as for example Z. Baumann (1998) sees,tinflmence industrial relations could be added.
Much research is pointing to the fact that thatkneomd work life more than ever is creating identity
and meaning for human beings. Concepts like salfsa&ion, respect and recognition increasingly
appear in the literature. The question is to whttrd the companies actually are capable of
integrating a holistic view of the person, whicleses at stake, in the organisation and the company
culture, or, if a conflict potential is more likely result as human needs become more difficult to
integrate in the demands of work, irrespectivehefdominant organisational regime (Andersen et
al 2007). A. Hochschield’s research into the siamdtous time pressures from work and family life
(2003) sheds light on this issue. Siegrist (20@8) tleveloped a model to comprehend the
mechanisms of the psychosocial working environnfi@erusing on the imbalance between ‘effort’
and ‘reward’, in which the reward has much to dthwine possibility for personal development and
respect at work (“self-efficacy” and “self-esteemReviewing research based on this model as well
as on Karasek and Theorell’s model, he arguedbtitatmodels have explanatory value in regard to
what make people experience psychosocial straticing, however, that it primarily applies to low
status groups. A more detailed investigation of thierplay with cultural factors is beyond the
scope of this text, but all in all, a need to refaflate or expand the demand-control model to make
it more adequate to the realities of modern worlifegs evident.

Futureresearch

The Danish research project (MEDEA) mentioned eaniiill on the background of the above
discussion and in association with a team of Newlatel researchers lead by R. Markey try to shed
new light on the complex relations between empl@eaticipation and the working environment in
modern working life. Through case studies in a bn@ange of companies the meaning of direct as
well as indirect participation for the quality dfet working environment in general terms will be
focused upon. There is no ambition to construava model for the understanding of the
relationship between job demands and the healttwatiebeing of employees. Instead, the

intention is to contribute with new knowledge oe fanction and capacity of participation in
different organisational contexts to avoid or nategphysical and mental strain.

There is no reason to believe that influence aftid&cretion no longer have essential meaning for
the working environment, both the physical andgsgchosocial. But regarding the psychosocial
environment, the first thing needed is a focushenduality of participation. What does it comprise,
how far does it go and on whose conditions do&siittion? Secondly, a focus on the
organisational framework and conditions laying filiendation for employees’ use of participation
to improve their working conditions is needed.

The collected qualitative and quantitative datthmproject, including data on absenteeism due to
illness, will be analysed in a model that seekdatermine the relationship between the form and
intensity of participation and the quality of themking environment. In the further analysis of
preconditions, interconnections and mechanismisdrotganisational context promoting a good or
a bad working environment respectively the follogviresearch questions will be guiding:

To what extent are the existing formal or inforfaak for participation and influence actually
capable of influencing job demands?
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The purpose here is to assess partly, if the egi$tira for influencing the working environment are
sufficiently equipped and powered to handle thechbsgocial problems in modern working life, and
partly if increased overall participation meanguahce in relation to issues such as the work load.
Influence on how and when the job is done may haereased, but maybe not on how much work
must be done and with what result. Job autonomymegn freedom to perform what others have
decided must be performed and a possibility fospeal development into what others have
decided is relevant for the individual to develofoi Here we may be witnessing the traditional
limitation of participative influence to only touatpon operational or, at the most, tactical issues,
whereas the strategic issues are out of reach. Hoawe may also have to do with the more subtle
limitations found in research on flexible formsarfjanisations and workplaces, where the power to
decide the extent and content of the job is ondyrsagly delegated, but in reality is more
concentrated and shrouded (Sennett 1999, Bovb{#¥t))2The experience of borderless demands is
increasingly dominating within knowledge-based wabakes and in service work (Lund & Hvid
2007, Sgrensen et al 2007). Furthermore, at wockplavith value-based leadership, psychological
strain due to a conflict between the resourcesgfleyees and management expectations of their
performance, which are internalised by the emplsys®y exist (Tynell 2002).

To what extent does the interplay between deledatets of management and individual strategies
of self-realisation and development contributehi® éxperience of insecurity and insufficiency
among employees and the loss of common identitp@paredness to confront management?

Research is pointing to the “functional negatiohthe ‘workers’ collective and to a conflict
between managements’ demands for social competeoictbe employees on the one hand and
collegial solidarity on the other hand. (Jessen\&iitgaard 2000, Limborg 2002). Concomitantly
the extension of individual competencies and opputies for development in companies, the
possibilities for collegial recognition and supparé shrinking. The psychosocial environment of
employees increasingly depends on the direct ogldtetween management and the individual
employee. The experience of lack of recognition iangstice comes to the fore in studies of the
well-being of employees (Kristensen 2006, Sgremseh 2008). Where the first question focused
on the organisational framework for influence, thie focuses more on social relations and the
collegial basis of participation.

To what extent is the imbalance between psychabgib demands and the preconditions of the
employees to handle or cope with them connectétthetloss of continuity, meaning and quality
in the job as experienced by employees?

Research shows negative reactions and the estalelnglof counter-cultures in connection with the
frequent reorganisations and processes of changedern workplaces (Limborg 2002). The
experience of having made a useful, coherent eatbstituted by the experience of infinite
demands on effort and commitment. When the comedtextent of the job increasingly is being
governed by external factors like competitive afvadjes, large-scale management strategies and
systems, demands from clients, politically decitidets, etc., professional identity as well as the
practice-based professional-cultural foundatiorstelf-esteem and for collective action is lost.
Discrepancy between the individual’s professiorahms, including ethical norms, and the
company’s norms may be mentally strenuous. New $bar@search has (re)found that the
opportunity and framework for being able to perfoanpiece of good work’ is a central factor in a
psychosocially satisfying working environment (Smen et al 2008).
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In a more profound perspective the analysis rasth® assumptiorthat the growing psychosocial
strain in modern working life should be understaodthe background of what is termeke
transformation of participation’. By this is meant that participation based on thetual

recognition of an exchange relationship betweerstiwal partners of society and of the company
has changed into a participation based on the mut@ognition of the companies’ needs and
aims, including their productivity of work, compget position and preparedness for change, which
the employees are expected to share.

Employee participation is less and less visibla aesmpromise between two more or less equal
partners on the basis of a certain coincidencatefests, but appears more and more as an
integrated element in newer forms of managememticRetion no longer seems constructed and
perceived as a means of protection of individual ewilective interests, but as a necessary
contribution to the success of the company. loissible to see this qualitative change of
participation as a process moving towards eitheetttension or blurring of the exchange
relationship between the industrial partners.

Hyman and Mason identify two fundamental, histdjceonstructed paradigms within
organisational theory and industrial sociology: fdayee participation” building on the assumption
of a fundamental trade off between two parties witlonsistent interests, and “employee
involvement”, building on a unitarian conceptioncoimmon interests. In contemporary
management theories and practices the El-philosappgars utterly dominant, illustrated by E.
Schein’s frequently cited definition of the ‘commooampany culture’ which excludes contradictory
interests: the basic assumptions and values that are shareddibers of an organisation which
are learned responses to a group’s problem of saiin its external environment and internal
integration” (1985). To speak about divergent interests at wodkuding the notion of employees
having an interest in protecting their health re@gss of the fact that they find the job attractive
appears to be a suppressed discourse. The gromtergst of companies in offering their
employees personal development, value-based psinipeand self-identification is followed by
increased demands for commitment and efforts (residnted performance), as Z. Baumann, for
instance, has exposed it (2001).

The new content and meaning of participation isjusita rhetorical development, although rhetoric
has been helpful. In Denmark the word ‘worker’ wgapplanted by ‘co-worker’ in the dominating
discourses already in the 80s. The new qualithefconcept has been internalised among both
managements and employees as well as in the mlibtiourse and regulation. In recent years
Denmark has witnessed a significant decentralisatial delegation of the responsibility for and
the competence to ensure employee participaticonmpanies. At the same time the working
environment regulation increasingly allows for Hueial partners to find solutions themselves to
problems especially related to the psychosociakimgrenvironment. The institutional set-up is
increasingly oriented towards internal solving oflgems in companies. However, if participation
in the company at the same time is performed om#ses of the premises of the company, the
result is a ‘catch 22’ situation, where the charfoesolving the problems are few.
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