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8 employment relations and managerial
work: an international perspective*
John Hassard, Leo McCann and  
Jonathan Morris

intRoduction

the sub- prime financial crisis that erupted in 2007 has once again stimu-
lated widespread concern about the structure, behaviour and ethics of 
large corporations (especially american corporations). most discussion 
has focused at the summit of the organization, on corporate govern-
ance, new financial instruments and executive reward systems (bogle, 
2008; kaplan, 2008; Walsh, 2008). several analysts have argued that the 
american ‘model’ of business has lost much of its appeal following the 
sub- prime disaster (capelli, 2009; Whitley, 2009). While not wishing to 
dismiss these concerns, this chapter suggests that there are also some other 
major problems taking place on a daily basis in organizational life, further 
down the corporate hierarchy, that are equally as important as the debates 
about ‘top- end’ corporate governance.

in light of recent events in the corporate landscape, which have involved 
increasingly tough international competition alongside financial crises, 
scandals and corporate failures, the issue of just how well- run large com-
panies are is of major concern. amidst this discussion, there is concern in 
the academic (Green, 2006) as well as the more popular (bunting, 2004; 
Fraser, 2001) literature about a distinct decline in the quality of working 
life for millions of employees in advanced oecd nations. this has long 
been an issue for blue- collar work but in recent decades it has also become 
increasingly relevant to white- collar, middle class occupations such as 
professionals and managers (cameron et al., 1991; hochschild, 2003). 
new organizational forms have involved flatter hierarchies, which squeeze 
out middle management positions. but has restructuring actually had the 
desired effects for corporations? Given the frantic work pace that middle 
managers are often exposed to, organizational errors, inefficiencies and 
failures may also have become more widespread. ours is an era which 
seems to privilege speed and change over structure and stability. but for 
what purpose? in short, what have these changes in the organizational 
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landscape meant for the employment relations that managers have with 
their employers? and to what extent do these appear to be universal, 
across mature industrial economies? these are the central concerns of this 
chapter.

many studies (especially from the us and uk) have suggested that 
managerial working life (particularly at the level of middle management 
which in many cases has been the explicit target of organizational change) 
has become characterized by heavier workloads and work intensity, 
broader spans of control, and closer performance monitoring, alongside 
a marked decrease in promotion prospects (burke and cooper, 2000a; 
cameron et al., 1991; cascio, 2002; Worrall et al., 2004). this chapter 
is based on a detailed review of the extant literature on this theme. in 
addition, we will summarize an ongoing research project of the authors, 
which has the evolving employment relationship of managers as a core 
theme, explored across three large, mature, industrial economies, namely 
the usa, uk and Japan. our approach essentially adopts, on the one 
hand, a more grounded and temporally extensive approach to explor-
ing changes to managerial work and organizational forms, and, on the 
other, deploying a more genuinely ‘critical’ theoretical stance – one based 
on marxian labour process theory – in our analysis and explanation. 
overall, we suggest that problems identified in earlier studies have not 
been ameliorated. instead workplace pressures have actually intensified in 
the last decade. moreover, similar kinds of restructuring measures, with 
correspondingly similar forms of work intensification without reward, 
have been equally felt in countries such as Japan, as well as in the anglo- 
saxon world.

theoRetical undeRpinninGs

methodologically, our approach is influenced by barley and kunda’s 
(2001) approach, using ‘grounded and, in this sense, less abstract notions 
of organizing, [ .  .  . ] developing new languages and images of work.’ 
theoretically, our point of departure is labour process theory (lpt), 
a large body of literature that, inspired by marxian analysis, explores 
changes to work systems as firms look to achieve better economic returns. 
the origins of lpt analysis lie with the classic work by harry braverman 
(1974/1998), which described the systematic degradation of craft skills and 
the rigid separation of planning from execution under the auspices of ‘sci-
entific management’ (see also littler, 1982; taylor, 1911). lpt is primarily 
concerned with demonstrating how capitalism generates surplus value by 
close exploration of changes to employment and labour systems within 
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workplaces. Following marx, lpt literature argues that the impetus for 
capitalism to continually realize profits drives management to ensure the 
periodic rejuvenation of the forces of production. We would argue that 
contemporary organizational restructuring is a good example of just this 
kind of rejuvenation. although braverman had little to say about white- 
collar work, in recent years lpt authors have attempted to develop this 
angle in more depth (see ackroyd, 2009; thompson and smith, 2009). We 
suggest that lpt can also apply to higher- skilled, higher- paid, higher- 
status jobs, such as middle management. by following the call of barley 
and kunda (2001), we view middle management as a form of labour, 
observing the ‘dynamic tension’ (2001, p. 76) between work and organi-
zation. barley and kunda argue that work is so closely entwined with 
organizational forms that the two have to be studied together if we are to 
develop accurate understandings of the contemporary realities of work 
and organization (barley and kunda, 2001, pp. 76, 77). in particular, our 
research was designed to explore how changes to organizational structures 
have led to concomitant changes to the work tasks and working lives of 
middle managers.

While the currently popular ‘varieties of capitalism’ (Voc) school 
(Whitley, 1999; hall and soskice, 2001; amable, 2003; coates, 2005) is 
correct in that differences between capitalist economies obviously exist, 
especially as regards corporate governance, it makes the error that – 
as barley and kunda point out – it omits detailed discussion of work 
practices and organizational forms. Voc writing tends to remain highly 
abstract and somewhat divorced from the everyday realities of work-
places. Voc authors are often unwilling to provide detail on what actually 
goes on inside workplaces, especially as this pertains to the human, lived 
experience of work. the central argument we wish to make, therefore, is 
that the cultural and institutional differences between nations, while real, 
can easily be overplayed, resulting in abstract and detached analyses of 
contemporary capitalism which lack critical detail on the communalities of 
experience in contemporary capitalism – experience which is often highly 
problematic for professional and managerial staff.

as such, this chapter explores two main research issues. First, what 
kinds of changes have large corporations undertaken in recent years 
and why? secondly, what impacts have these changes had on managers’ 
working lives? hassard et al. (2009) for example explored the extent of 
organizational change, deliberately targeting very large firms with his-
tories of extensive managerial hierarchies. these were firms that might 
be expected to be under the most pressure to reform their structures and 
work systems. in doing so hassard et al. researched a sample of 25 appro-
priate organizations; nine in the usa (drawn from banking, personnel 
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recruitment, auto manufacturing, steel, utilities, local government, health-
care, electronics, engineering); nine in the uk (banking, insurance, autos, 
steel, utilities, local government, healthcare, engineering and brewing), 
and seven in Japan (autos, auto components, banking, steel, electron-
ics, engineering, local government), sector- matching the samples. their 
research involved interviews with the organizations’ senior hR repre-
sentatives, providing information on the organizational reforms that the 
firms had carried out over the previous decade and the rationale for intro-
ducing them. subsequently they returned to conduct in- depth interviews 
with middle managers themselves, in which they were asked to reflect on 
the ongoing impact of organizational reforms on their work tasks and the 
quality of their working lives. in all, the study saw 251 research interviews 
undertaken.

neW oRGaniZational FoRms and 
manaGeRial labouR

there is ample evidence across economies of organizational restructur-
ing to achieve a more ‘lean’ and flat organizational architecture. broadly, 
but not exclusively, this includes three interconnected measures, namely 
downsizing, de- layering and changing firm boundaries (morris et al., 
2006). the case of downsizing, for example, is demonstrated across econo-
mies such as the usa, uk, Japan and elsewhere. this does not imply 
organizational change per se (in many cases, of course, it just implies cuts 
in productive capacity) and is not novel, dating back decades. the evi-
dence suggests that it is, in part at least, an overall redesign strategy on the 
part of organizations.

in the usa, for example, baumol et al. (2003) noted downsizing across 
organizations, but particularly in manufacturing. elsewhere and in other 
countries, firms have engaged in major cuts to their employment levels. 
burke and nelson (1997), for example, noted that more than 43 million 
jobs were lost between 1979 and 1996 in the us. this has a consider-
able, negative knock- on effect for job security (cameron et al., 1991). 
moreover, from the 1990s and beyond, this was no longer concentrated 
on blue- collar workers but had extended to white- collar workers and 
managers (cameron et al., 1991). empirical studies from the us and uk 
all point to widespread cost- cuts and worsened pay and conditions and 
a poorer work environment (heckscher, 1995; mcGovern et al., 1998; 
burchill et al., 1999). however, some caution is needed here, as macro 
national- level data does not always support the managerial downsizing 
thesis. as littler and innes (2004) note, there is a downsizing ‘paradox’ 

M2705 - TOWNSEND PRINT.indd   153 17/06/2011   15:01



154  Research handbook on the future of work and employment relations

Graham HD:Users:Graham:Public:GRAHAM'S IMAC JOBS:13049 - EE - TOWNSEND (EE1):M2705 - TOWNSEND PRINT Graham HD:Users:Graham:Public:GRAHAM'S IMAC JOBS:13049 - EE - TOWNSEND (EE1):M2705 - TOWNSEND PRINT

here, explained by ‘downsized’ managers finding jobs elsewhere in their 
organizations or in smaller organizations (see also doogan, 2001 and 
Froud et al., 2006). elsewhere in Japan, firms had been far more reluctant 
to downsize, at least until the 1990s, but both ahmadjian and Robinson 
(2001) and usui and collignon (1996) reported considerable downsizing in 
the 1990s, with managers and blue- collar workers similarly affected.

hassard et al.’s (2009) detailed review of organizational changes and 
their managerial implications (in the us, uk and Japan) revealed that 
companies throughout their sample had embarked on significant organi-
zational changes in the late 1990s and early 2000s. many of the firms had 
reduced overall headcount as they sought to control costs and to make effi-
ciency savings (although this was not universal as some of them had grown 
through merger and acquisition strategies). all of the manufacturing firms 
had outsourced production to cheaper regions (notably china), and this 
was just as true in Japan as it was in the uk and usa. decline in employ-
ment numbers was usually attritional over many years, most prominently 
in older established, manufacturing organizations. however, several of 
the service firms had also made cuts to their employment numbers over 
recent years. in Japan, employment cuts tended to be carried out in a more 
considered and conservative, rather than dramatic and radical, manner, 
involving early retirements with no replacement posts, and recruitment 
freezes. however, these tactics were also widely used in the us and uk, 
especially in highly unionized uk organizations. in general, however, the 
picture was mixed as regards downsizing; not all of the firms had reduced 
their total number of employees, and some had even grown in size.

de- layering in organizations in perhaps less well documented in the 
academic literature than downsizing in part because of a relative lack of 
large- scale databases. however, it has been reported across industries in 
the us (batt, 1996; macduffie, 1996) and across other countries such 
as the uk and Japan (heckscher, 1995; okubayashi, 1998; Worrell and 
cooper, 2001; littler et al., 2003). this organizational change, together 
with downsizing, has implications for managerial job security, promotion 
prospects, work intensification and changing career prospects (batt, 1996; 
Grimshaw et al., 2002).

in hassard et al.’s (2009) study, delaying was more universally found 
than downsizing. this strategy had been used very widely indeed and 
it impacted directly on the nature of managerial work and careers. 
managerial de- layering was evident across their Japanese sample, but 
was most prominent at the largest organizations, with one company, for 
example, having reduced its middle and junior management layers from 
five to three, motivated by a perceived need to speed up decision- making, 
but resulting in work intensification, broader task roles, increased spans 
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of control and far fewer promotion opportunities. another had reduced 
its layers even more dramatically; the company had recently gone through 
a merger which saw the respective six and seven layers of its legacy com-
panies compressed to just three. the upside appeared to be potentially 
speedier promotion for promising younger managers, but this was accom-
panied by the downside of there being fewer posts to apply for.

Widespread de- layering was also evident in the majority of their us 
sample organizations, with the most radical being in the older and larger 
organizations. one automotive company, for example, had removed six 
managerial layers, partly by ‘layer- merger’, but also by removing some 
altogether. moreover, this was accompanied by downsizing at each layer, 
leading to significant managerial work intensification. a second, large and 
old, us electronics organization had also dramatically reduced its hierar-
chy from 14 to seven layers, with a projected target figure of five, while a 
bank had removed four layers in a shift from a ‘hierarchical empire model’ 
to a ‘lean matrix one’ amidst ‘four years of bloodshed’.

in the uk sample, managerial de- layering was also widespread. de- 
layering was found in both the private and public sectors, although it 
was more pronounced in the former in terms of the numbers of layers 
cut. typically between one and three layers were removed. a number of 
reasons were given for cutting layers, with flexibility and communica-
tions advantages being suggested by a number of respondents. however, 
in public and private sector alike, cost reductions were cited as the main 
reason. the layer- merger method was again used frequently.

eXploRinG the impact oF oRGaniZational 
chanGe on manaGeRial labouR

the new organizational forms do not appear to be transformational, at 
least in the sense that they are not post- bureaucratic. indeed, in large 
organizations bureaucracy persists and there is as much continuity as 
change. nevertheless the research evidence does point at least to modified 
and perhaps hybrid forms, downsized and de- layered. this, inevitably, has 
implications for the employment relations of managers and the day- to- day 
nature of managerial work.

although the complexity of the cross- case and cross- national research 
makes it difficult to make absolute comparisons, the above overview gives 
an indication of trends. large firms have reduced managerial levels in the 
hierarchy, and cut back on entitlements to managerial staff. a central 
rationale for developing these flattened and streamlined organizational 
forms was that managers, and particularly middle ones, have clearly been 
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expected to ‘do more with less’. authority has been devolved downwards 
to middle managers and spans of control expanded outwards. although 
redundancies have not been carried out at Japanese firms in hassard 
et al.’s study, they were still part of a long- term drip feed of changes to 
managerial employment, all of which entailed reductions of entitlements 
and increases in workload. While these Japanese firms were reluctant to 
engage in the kind of radical changes that were more common in the us 
and uk, this provided little solace to Japanese managers facing incessantly 
demanding work pressures. these restructuring measures had concerning, 
but surprisingly similar impacts on the working lives of managers across  
countries.

in particular, these changes have impacted upon managers in four 
broad areas. First, there has been the impact upon security; second, the 
impact upon the roles that managers carry out; third, the trend towards 
work intensification for managers and, finally, the impact on promotion 
prospects and thus career development.

Job security, or at least perceived job insecurity, has been already men-
tioned as a concern for white- collar and blue- collar workers alike across 
countries (heckscher, 1995; Worrell and cooper, 2001; Grimshaw et al., 
2002; matanle, 2003), an inevitable consequence, perhaps, of corporate 
downsizing and de- layering.

in hassard et al.’s (2009) work, job insecurity was pervasive particularly, 
but not exclusively, in the usa and to a lesser extent in the uk. While 
none of their Japanese case study firms used compulsory redundancies, 
they deployed a range of measures to downsize, all short of redundancy 
and including: a reduction in bonuses: the reassignment and dispatch of 
managers, or shukko; loss of status; dismissal of temporary and part- time 
staff; factory closures; reduction in recruitment/hiring freezes and volun-
tary early retirements. in some companies, middle managers were under 
considerable pressure to retire early, in one case as young as 45. thus, 
while lifetime employment was still widely practised, it was of a shorter 
duration and privileged to fewer managers.

turning to managers’ roles, the context of their working lives has, argu-
ably, changed fundamentally in recent years. organizational changes have 
been driven by cost- control pressures, and these changes have had clear 
and unambiguous impacts. hassard et al.’s (2009) research, for example, 
illustrates that at more senior levels, managers tended to suggest that 
change was inevitable, even if they were not always disposed to the pros-
pect of driving ever more effort out of managerial cadres. an hR manager 
at a us bank used a memorable phrase to sum this up, declaring that in 
addition to their everyday ‘management’ work he needed middle manag-
ers to ‘move dirt too’. in Japan, the phrase ‘player- coach’ was used in 
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several of the case study companies to describe the same new ethos where 
managers would be involved in less indirect work and expected to work 
closely with front- line supervisors on top of their administrative and lead-
ership duties. as the organizations flattened and ‘silos’ between depart-
ments were eradicated, middle managers were meant to have much wider 
understandings of their businesses – sticking to familiar territory was to be 
frowned upon, and this territorial expansion was vertical (downwards to 
supervisors and operatives) as well as horizontal. this entailed major role 
expansion for managers as their spans of control and spheres of responsi-
bility grew. the hR manager at a us bank explained this in detail, again 
referring to cost pressures as the driver behind this trend to expand middle 
managers’ workloads. he described imperatives to ‘squeeze’ managerial 
labour in order to make cost savings.

in order to explain the nature of this incessantly competitive and highly 
pressured environment, metaphors of a sporting or military nature were 
often invoked. the sporting metaphor of the ‘player- coach’ was deployed 
in all three countries to signal a positive role expansion in the drive to com-
petitive advantage. in contrast, the hR director of a us electronics firm 
was one of many to invoke military metaphors suggesting that risk- averse 
middle managers liked to ‘camp out’ in ‘safe territory’ rather than embrace 
the new organizational trend of role expansion. the director of hR at a 
uk utilities firm noted similarly that middle managers were increasingly 
‘under siege’ and caught in a ‘pincer movement’ by their increased work-
loads and responsibilities.

in Japan, similarly several managers mentioned that Japan had moved 
into a ‘very difficult era’, one that was different from the ‘era of high- 
growth’ before recession set in, implying that robust reforms to manage-
rial employment were regrettable but inevitable.

these types of changes in work roles, which were noticeably expanded 
and extended, have inevitably led to managerial work intensification 
noted elsewhere (see for, example, Grimshaw et al., 2002). Given this 
high- pressure environment, almost all of the senior managers interviewed 
in hassard et al.’s research mentioned the severe intensity of managerial 
work. all regarded this as basically inevitable and many expressed misgiv-
ings about it. some were more sanguine and a few even appeared proud to 
describe the hectic environment, demonstrating how committed they, and 
their colleagues, were. the hR director at a us engineering organization 
used the phrase ‘every day is a final exam’ to describe his company’s harsh 
working environment. he was hired by the company to provide, in his 
words, ‘more teeth in the hR system’, and as such immediately set about 
installing ‘forced ranking’ systems. somewhat wistfully he later went on to 
admit that these systems ‘can be very debilitating’.
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not only have managers experienced heavier workloads and tougher 
performance monitoring regimes, for example the balanced scorecard and 
forced rankings, they have also faced acute difficulties with regards career 
development. the old- style internal labour markets that were a feature of 
more traditional bureaucratic organizational forms with tall management 
structures have been thrown into disarray as companies have flattened 
and de- layered (osterman, 1996). this has been reported across various 
economies including the usa (see osterman, 1996), the uk (Guest 
and mackenzie davey, 1996) and Japan (lincoln and nakata, 1997). in 
hassard et al.’s research, middle managers faced the prospect of a series 
of sideways movements, rather than steady progress upwards. this was 
true even in Japan, which is renowned for seniority- based pay and rewards 
structures. overall the practice was generating a chronic problem for man-
agement motivation; why should middle managers work increasingly hard 
when there were so few promotion prospects? many of their respondents 
reported that they had become ‘stuck fast’ in the middle levels of large 
corporations and that this situation was unlikely to change. Reasons regu-
larly given for this ‘motivation gap’ were that: (a) the flattening and down-
sizing of corporate structures meant there were few senior management 
posts available; (b) as competition for senior positions was now ‘massive’, 
managers were pessimistic about their prospects for selection; and (c) as 
they were already working extremely long hours they questioned the point 
of exposing themselves to the likelihood of even greater responsibilities.

managers in their study expressed clear frustrations about the career 
stagnation and isolation brought on by organizational change. but by far 
the most severe problem they noted was the sheer size of the workload fol-
lowing cost- cutting via the expansion of their roles. one Japanese manager 
claimed that due to cutbacks he was now ‘doing the work of three kachōs. 
he went on to rehearse figures for ‘annualized working hours’, which as 
our study progressed, appeared to be something of a shared cultural script 
circulating in large Japanese corporations. although he suggested the 
official number of hours worked by a manager in his company was ’11 per 
day’ (55 per week), they came to suspect that even this high figure was an 
underestimation.

discussion

While of course there are some substantial international differences in 
corporate governance, employment relations and organizational tradi-
tions across nations, when one looks at lower corporate levels – at the 
more practical and mundane aspects of working life for managers (their 
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employment relationship) – the research findings are strikingly similar. 
most studies, including that by the authors, reveal similar policies and fea-
tures, such as flattened hierarchies, downwardly- devolved responsibilities, 
heavier workloads for managerial employees, reduced career expectations, 
and general increases of anxiety, stress, cynicism and detachment among 
middle managers. While certain areas of the work have become more 
interesting and possibly more rewarding, the net effect of restructuring has 
been a considerable worsening of middle managers’ quality of working 
life. We believe this is a major international problem, and one that is not 
being effectively addressed by senior management.

it is important to bear in mind that, despite the institutional and cul-
tural differences across countries that are emphasized by Voc authors, all 
of these nations are mature oecd economies that have been struggling 
with slower growth and increased competition. in this context it is hardly 
surprising that organizational changes in large firms headquartered in 
these economies are enacting similar reforms as they attempt to deliver 
value. other recent research points to similar conclusions. For example 
it is becoming increasingly common for firms to reform or abandon the 
more generous defined contribution pension schemes in the us and in 
Japan (monk, 2009). largely the same reasons are given for these changes: 
the intensity of international competition is said to leave senior managers 
with no choice but to cut employee entitlements.

discussion of this tougher environment for firms is highly congru-
ent with the longstanding concern in labour process theory about the 
background drivers of organizational change (braverman, 1974/1998; 
thompson and smith, 2009). the repeated calls from the senior manage-
ment community for flatter, more agile, more flexible firms are rooted 
in the wider condition of the relative slowdown of oecd nations and 
the need for a revitalization of corporate performance. as these pres-
sures filter into the everyday life of managers working in large firms, the 
trends in managerial work start to reflect similar, longstanding, trends in 
the rationalization and intensification of blue- collar work (braverman, 
1974/1998). From an lpt perspective, not only are the tasks of middle 
management understood as forms of labour, they also appear to be forms 
of ‘sweated’ labour, following organizational changes designed to maxi-
mize employee effort (baumol et al., 2003, pp. 261–2). While managerial 
work has not been ‘deskilled’ as a traditional lpt interpretation might 
suggest (in fact, the opposite is the case as managers have been given wider 
responsibilities and have had to understand the operations of their busi-
nesses outside of their traditionally narrow functional specialities) it has 
certainly been intensified and, in may ways, ‘degraded’. collegiality in par-
ticular has collapsed. middle managers complain of a frantic pace of work 
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and hugely expanded workloads. managerial work has become subject 
to much tougher monitoring and surveillance. tangible and intangible 
rewards for mid- managers have been cut back, especially those associated 
with traditional internal career ladders.

a remaining question is whether or not these trends are likely to con-
tinue. can middle managers resist or at least influence the trends? or 
will the cynicism and resigned compliance of employees lead only to self- 
fulfilling prophecy? Will firms themselves learn to treat their employees 
with more dignity? a powerful stream of literature argues that corpora-
tions are shooting themselves in the foot by pushing their staff to breaking 
point, and that more civilized treatment can actually result in better per-
formance outcomes. the ‘high- performance Work systems’ (appelbaum 
et al., 2000) and ‘Responsible Restructuring’ (cascio, 2002) literature 
makes similar arguments to this effect. there is nothing wrong with the 
sentiments of these authors. but unfortunately their views are unrealistic 
because they do not want to admit that corporations often simply don’t 
care enough about these problems to go about the hard work of remedy-
ing them. it would take an almost total rethink of corporate life if senior 
managers were genuinely to attempt to change the culture of overwork 
and incessant demand. Why would they change long- run habits? there 
is a long history of sociological work that highlights the mistreatment of 
workers in large corporations, such as Jackall’s (1988) classic work on 
the moral decrepitude of us corporations, or kamata’s (1983) on the 
single- minded ruthlessness of the work demands at toyota. senior figures 
in organizations do not care enough about these problems further down 
the hierarchy. in fact, they embody some of their toughest elements; diary 
research has demonstrated, for example, that ceos work an average of 
over 72 hours per week (tengblad, 2006). the ‘macho’ assumption that 
employees have unlimited time and energy to devote to work is alive and 
well in contemporary organizations (hochschild, 2003).

so what are the implications of the analysis? Given the suggestion 
that change will not come from firms, any transformation away from the 
culture of normalized intensity would probably have to come from mid- 
managerial employees themselves. in line with spicer et al.’s (2009) call for 
‘critical performativity’, we suggest that critically- minded scholars should 
attempt to ‘encourage more progressive forms of management’, especially 
the ‘micro- emancipations’ that could potentially result from helping man-
agers to consider which forms of behaviour are ethically and practically 
appropriate in corporate life. this encouragement might involve much 
more engagement with conventional media outlets, an area where aca-
demics have not traditionally been successful. it could certainly involve 
shifting the focus in mba teaching towards the subjects of ethics and 
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human dignity. as adler, Forbes and Willmott suggest, in an important 
overview article which outlines and advocates the traditions of critical 
management studies (2007, pp. 34–5), ‘managers, especially at lower 
hierarchical levels, often find themselves torn in their loyalties. a critical 
pedagogy can help [ . . . ] managers to become aware of this contradiction, 
and help them to reflect on how they can position themselves relative to it.’

the final chapter of braverman’s Labour and Monopoly Capitalism 
contains a call for the next generation of readers to become engaged in a 
wider struggle to expose and confront the mistreatment of workers. in the 
context of managerial labour, this kind of resistance and mobilization is 
difficult to imagine; managers are major stakeholders in firms and, despite 
their grievances, actually want their companies to be successful. they have 
little or nothing to gain from traditional forms of resistance, and have 
very ambivalent relationships as regards labour unions, for example. but 
the grievances they described in our research are serious and immediate. 
We suggest that perhaps the most fruitful avenue of response is to encour-
age middle managers to use whatever assets they have in order to seek 
redress in their excessively demanding work lives. one major advantage of 
managerial work is its autonomy – although almost all of our managers 
complained about excessive workloads, they did at least have consider-
able autonomy about how and when they worked. (several used phrases 
such as ‘there is no- one standing over me with a gun forcing me to work 
these hours’). With this in mind, we suggest that middle managers should 
reclaim some of their dignity at work by using some of this autonomy to 
reconsider the value of their own work practices. this could even lead  
to improved organizational outcomes as managers at last have some time 
to think creatively rather than being overwhelmed by immediate pres-
sures. of course, all of the above is much easier said than done, especially 
in the current climate of recession and redundancies. in all likelihood, the 
incessant demands on managerial workers will recede only if those at the 
top recognize the problem and attempt to address it. but sadly we have no 
reasons to predict that they will try.

conclusions

in conclusion, we have argued that issues of employment restructuring, 
cost control and work overload are not restricted to the highly open, 
flexible and transient anglo- saxon ‘model’ of capitalism. organizational 
restructuring has also been significant in Japan, especially given the near- 
fifteen years of economic stagnation brought on by Japan’s own financial 
crisis in 1990. substantial changes were visible in our Japanese case study 
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organizations, involving the gradual shrinkage of employment numbers, 
career stagnation for middle managers, and some surprisingly robust 
tactics of de- layering and ‘slimming- down’, especially of administrative, 
or ‘non- direct’ management positions. this confounds the view, com-
monly held by those in the institutional theory and ‘varieties of capital-
ism’ schools that Japanese firms have been somehow unwilling or unable 
to restructure in recent years (see for example Witt, 2006). although the 
anthropological ‘feel’ of these Japanese organizations was indeed quite 
different from that existing in the us and uk cases, the Japanese firms 
had used similar general tactics of cost control and de- layering. it was also 
true that organizational change was less dramatic in Japan and that there 
was a great deal more scepticism about us- style ‘off the shelf ’ consulting 
‘solutions’. Japanese firms remained wedded to an insider system of cor-
porate governance and tended to be very circumspect about the value of 
radical change (dore, 2002; Jacoby, 2005; Robinson and shimizu, 2006; 
Witt, 2006; Vogel, 2007).

nevertheless, the slow, incremental approach to organizational change 
has exposed Japanese middle managers to precisely the same stresses and 
traumas as their Western counterparts. in fact, many of the organizational 
change processes deployed (flattening of hierarchies, changes to pay and 
reward systems, and widening span of control of middle managers) were 
essentially the same as those used in the us and uk, and they generated 
essentially the same effects; heavier workloads, wider responsibilities, and 
more limited upwards movement for middle managers.

therefore, in contrast to the ‘varieties of capitalism’ school, this chapter 
has argued that similarities across organizations and nations might be 
more pertinent than their differences. although we would not deny that 
‘business systems’ differences are in many ways powerful and resilient, we 
argue also that their importance is frequently overplayed. our data dem-
onstrate that, when observed from the level of middle managers’ personal 
lives, the contemporary transformations of organizational structure and 
managerial work have been very similar despite the institutional differ-
ences between the anglo- saxon and Japanese ‘varieties of capitalism’. 
moreover the environmental drivers which encouraged large firms to 
enact organizational changes were essentially identical across our cases. 
Whether the explanation given in the interviews was one of shareholder 
value returns (a very popular narrative in us and uk corporations, but 
not in Japan), or radical increases in competitive pressures (the stock 
explanation in all three countries), the fundamental impetus for organiza-
tional change was top managements’ desire to tighten cost control.

overall the findings from our comparative study of the contemporary 
nature of managerial work confirm the pessimistic view of earlier literature 
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on job satisfaction and work–life (im)balance. While some of the new 
work tasks of middle managers are more engaging and more intrinsically 
rewarding than many traditional tasks, the root cause of managers’ dis-
tress is simply the sheer volume of the workload – practically all stated that 
it had grown substantially over the last decade. We suggest that this heavy 
workload necessitates excessive work speed and work intensity which 
creates considerable anxiety and stress. this also has the knock- on effect 
of creating certain negative organizational outcomes as the quality and 
consistency of managerial work inevitably suffers. While many managers 
noted that their work tasks had become more interesting and engaging 
following organizational change, these positives were outweighed by com-
plaints about low morale and motivation, overwhelming workload and, in 
many cases, disaffection and cynicism about top management strategies. 
middle managers, because of their ambivalent role as both managers and 
‘the managed’, tended not to resist top management, and approached their 
increased challenges with an air of resigned compliance.

note

* this research was a six- year qualitative study of organizational and hRm strategy in 25 
large organizations and 200 middle managers in the three countries. it has been reported 
extensively; see for example, morris et al., 2006; 2008; 2011; mccann et al., 2008; 2010; 
hassard et al., 2009).
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