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Abstract

This thesis is about the role that shop floor workers play in organisational change. In
particular, it investigates the manner in which a distinct group of worker-level
leaders and change agents affected the generation and implementation of change and
helped to shape the change process in an organisation undergoing planned change.
The data for the thesis were obtained from a three-year, longitudinal case-study of
organisational change in a medium-sized automotive components manufacturer,
Moving Metals Limited (MML). Data were collected at MML during a move from
traditional mass production to lean production and the research was conducted using
processual action research, while the researcher adopted the dual roles of researcher

and consultant to the company.

The research identified a distinct group of workers, with no supervisory capacity,
who were able to shape the change process in the organisation. These workers are
referred to as workers of influence. This group of workers emerged as central
characters in the process of organisational change and as leaders and change agents
in the organisation. Drawn from the empirical data, criteria for identifying workers
of influence are developed in this thesis, based on the authority vested in them by the
workforce and their access to management decision-making. A taxonomy of
workers of influence is developed in this thesis using these criteria, as well as the

duration of tenure of influence.

In much of the literature, shop floor workers are portrayed as either passive

participants in, or active resistors of organisational change. This research provides

X



evidence of some workers acting as leaders and change agents in an active and
influential manner. The research examines issues of power, influence, autonomy and
control and their impact on workers’ capacity to participate in change. In so doing,
this research identifies and opens up an important area of study with implications for
organisational theory, literature and the implementation of planned interventions in

organisations.



Executive Summary

This thesis investigates the manner in which a distinct group of worker-level leaders
and change agents affected the generation and implementation of change and helped
to shape the change process in an organisation undergoing planned change. The data
for the thesis were obtained from a three-year, longitudinal case-study of
organisational change in one organisation, Moving Metals Limited (MML). The
research was conducted using processual action research while the researcher
adopted the dual roles of researcher and consultant to the company. This research
method was found to be an appropriate research strategy for carrying out intensive,

longitudinal case-study research in organisations.

MML is a first-tier automotive components manufacturer located in the suburbs of an
Australian capital city. At the time of the research, the company employed about
200 people. During the period of the research, the company introduced best practice
approaches to manufacturing through the adoption of lean manufacturing. The
research examined the processes of change from multiple perspectives, including that
of the workers, supervisors and management and identified a distinct group of
workers, with no supervisory capacity, who were able to shape the change process in
the organisation. These people are referred to as workers of influence. This group of
people emerged as central characters in the process of organisational change and as
leaders and change agents in the organisation and were therefore the focus of the
study. This study builds on the early work of Etzioni (1961) who identified informal

leaders as people who, although they had no power associated with their position in

xi
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the formal hierarchy, were able to use their personal power to influence their
followers (Etzioni 1961: 90-91). Using the empirical data from the present research,
criteria for identifying workers of influence are developed in this thesis, based on the
authority vested in them by the workforce and their access to management decision-
making. An empirical taxonomy of workers of influence is built into this thesis
using these criteria, as well as the duration of tenure of influence. Thus workers of
influence can be identified as representative, advocate, or informal workers of

influence and their tenure may have been transient, short-term or long-term.

The thesis discusses the impact that workers had on change. For the purposes of this
thesis, worker involvement and worker participation are differentiated: worker
involvement concerns production process re-design, while worker participation
refers to worker influence in management decision-making. Although worker
involvement in production process re-design was available to all workers at MML,
worker participation in management decision-making was restricted to the workers
of influence, who acted as shop floor-level leaders and change agents. The
differences between workers of influence as leaders and change agents and
management as leaders and change agents was found in their respective levels of
power, influence, autonomy and job control. These defined the boundaries of their
operation and participation in management decision-making. While worker
involvement in shop floor level change provided opportunities for workers to
practice new skills and extend their influence, workers of influence were able to shift
their boundaries of influence on management decision-making. They did this
through their participation in management-employee committees, in particular the
Consultative Committee, through access to information, or via the informal

communication networks in the company.

Data were collected at MML during a move from traditional mass production to lean
production. This was in response to a general move to new wave manufacturing
technologies as described in Womack et al (Womack, Jones and Roos 1990). The
elements of lean manufacturing were lauded in the industry: JIT manufacturing,

kanban systems, minimal inventory, quick die-change, operator-controlled quality
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systems aimed at zero defects, rework and scrap, operator control over production
processes and team-based work organisation were the holy grail of management in
the automotive industry at the time. At MML, the management spoke of ‘working
smarter not harder’ and of sharing power, information and profits with the workers.
However, the rhetoric and practice of lean manufacturing were different matters at
MML. The MML management were unable to achieve their own objectives; they
were willing to share information, they were able to devolve some power, they were
often able to recognise the positive contribution made by employees, but were unable
or unwilling to share profit via increased wages. The management chose instead to
pay minimum award wages and supplement these with a variety of rewards and

bonus payments that were dispensed as tools for behavioural control.

The company maintained an hierarchical reporting and command structure
throughout the research period with power and decision-making being concentrated
in the management. Nonetheless, there were some significant shifts in the
boundaries of worker power. Workers of influence at MML played an active role in
acting in an empowered manner and accepting increased levels of autonomy and
control. They used a range of actions to help shift the boundaries and therefore
change the shape of the organisation. These actions were: demonstrating trust in and
respect for management, accepting increased power, using information wisely,
introducing new ideas at policy level, maintaining solidarity amongst workers, being
persistent, ‘talking up’ the company, acting back stage to caucus opinion away from

formal meetings and acting as a corporate conscience.

Despite the deficiencies in the implementation of lean manufacturing at MML, the
experience was that the power of the workers of influence was extended through lean
manufacturing and there were increases in autonomy and job control. This research
demonstrates that worker power, autonomy and control can develop and persist in an
atmosphere of trust, openness and generosity; but finds that the relationship between
management and the workforce is not static. Thus, it is important to consider the
context and shifting relationships between management and workers. Towards the

end of the research period at MML, there were changes in the parent company and in
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the external environment that influenced the relationships between management and
workers. As part of wage negotiations at that time, worker involvement in process
changes was made mandatory rather than voluntary; this was accompanied by a
subtle shift to a coercive and controlling management style where trust, openness and
generosity deteriorated. Subsequently, workers under the leadership of the workers
of influence, used their power and autonomy to withdraw from process improvement
projects and the benefits to the company of lean manufacturing declined — to the
chagrin of the management. Despite the changes in the relationship between
management and the workers, workers of influence continued to hold the power
invested in them by their peers. They continued to attempt to participate in
management decision-making although their contribution was less well accepted by

the new style management at the end of the research period.

In much of the literature, shop floor workers are portrayed as passive participants in
or active resistors of organisational change. In providing evidence of the ways in
which some workers engage in change in an active and influential manner, this
research identifies and opens up an important area of study with implications for

theory, literature and the implementation of planned interventions in organisations.
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