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Abstract
This paper examines the introduction of team-based production systems in three Australian manufacturing
facilities, all being small parts of much larger global concerns. Using a longitudinal case study approach,
the paper identifies a range of problems experienced by the firms when introducing teams. While all firms
enjoyed significant productivity growth, at least in part because of teams, a range of other reforms also
contributed to this result. The quality of working life for production workers improved but managers and
supervisors experienced an increase in work intensity.

F R O M POWERLESS T O EMPOWERED: A CASE STUDY AND CRITIQUE O F PRODUCTION
TEAMS

INTRODUCTION
The traditional function of the first line supervisor has been to exercise immediate authority over shop-floor
workers, an essential role in the hierarchical, top-down decision making associated with 'Fordist' structures
(Dunkerley, 1975). B y contrast, the concept of teams and team leaders implies a different way of managing
(Karpin, 1995; Parker, Wall and Jakson, 1997). Rather than having 'all-knowing, all-powerful' supervisors,
and passive, uninterested workers, a team structure seeks to liberate the decision making capacity of a group
of employees. They become collectively responsible for 'their part of the business'. The team leader coordinates the team members, involving them in decision-making and developing their participative as well
as their task skills. Team leaders direct more of their attention to planning, developing teamwork and coordinating with other teams than the traditional foreman (Armstrong, 1997; Industry Task Force, 1995;
Katzenbach and Smith, 1993; Williams, 1997).
The growing academic literature which addresses the differences between Fordist work organisation and
team-based approaches asserts that labour productivity is enhanced by the scope for joint consultation and
involvement offered by team structures and as a result of employees developing a mutuality of interest with
their employers (Badham and Mathews, 1989; Bahamid, 1994; Banker, Field, Schroeder and Sinha, 1996;
Green, 1990; Lansbury and MacDonald, 1992; Parker, Wall and Jackson, 1997). Among other things, it has
been argued that team members develop and exercise skills for solving problems at the shop-floor level,
contributing to on-going productivity improvement (Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 1994; Strauss, 1996). Motivation
and job satisfaction are improved because team members find that performing the jobs assigned to a team
offers greater challenge than performing any one job alone (Badham and Mathews, 1989; Curtain, 1989;
Cordery, Mueller and Smith, 1991).
However, this positive interpretation of team structures has been criticised (Bramble, 1993; Fieldes and
Bramble, 1992; Hampson, Ewer and Smith, 1994). Katz et al (1987) found that teams had a negative effect
on productivity, the result of problems in their introduction. Vaughan (1996) asserts that the appealling
notion of "working together in shared loyalty, commitment and trust" which he believes underpins the
philosophy of employee involvement including team concepts is in fact unrealistic, being in conflict with
power relationships within firms. Hampson et al (1994) argue that the nature of teams must be examined
carefully because different notions of teams exist, each having different implications for workplace systems,
labour productivity and employee welfare. They argue that while the European notion of the team enhances
the quality of working life by allowing workers some power over their work, the Japanese model does not.
Japanese models disadvantage workers, they argue, by standardising work beyond that associated with
traditional Fordist methods, by deskilling the workforce through devolving skilled work from tradespeople
to operators, by 'incorporating' unions, thereby reducing their independence and capacity to represent
workers, and by using 'peer group surveillance', dubbed 'self-Taylorisation' by Strauss (1996), to intensify
work. Even the devolution of formerly middle management roles to teams, having an appearance of
industrial democracy, in fact adds to work strain. In this view, rather than a new management paradigm, the
Japanese notion of teams simply reinforces Fordist methodologies. Participation amounts to allowing
workers to "design their own chains" (Barker, 1993; Burgess and MacDonald, 1990; Fieldes and Bramble,
1992; Hampson, Ewer and Smith,1994; Strauss, 1996).
Strauss (1996) has argued that while interest in various forms of worker participation has substantially
increased in the U S in the last two decades, he finds most efforts reach a stalemate because of hostility from
managers or unions, or atrophy because of lack of interest. Despite the fanfare with which such schemes are
introduced, they often amount to little more than fads. Unrealistic expectations, lack of trust and threats to
union and management power are the reasons participative efforts fail to take root. Strauss suggests that the
same factors may be important in constraining the growth of participation in other countries. The current
research is not aimed at resolving the wider, philosophical debate over whether participative, team based
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management systems represent a clear break from the traditional, hierarchical organisational structure, but
seeks to assess, in the Australian context (1) why firms introduce teams, (2) what problems are experienced
in introducing them, (3) whether they enhance the quality of working life for employees and (4) whether
they assist in improving the organisational performance of the firm. This re'search approaches these issues
by examining the experience of three, large, Australian manufacturing operations, all of which are
subsidiaries of multinational corporations. The study is longitudinal in nature, spanning a period of five
years during the early to mid 1990s, covering the introduction and early operation of teams.
METHODOLOGY
Case study methodology is most appropriate for a research project such as this one for a number of reasons.
First, according to Y i n (1989:13), case studies are valuable when 'how' or 'why' questions are being
addressed, when the investigator has little control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary
phenomenon within a real-life context. While survey techniques are appropriate when investigating a 'how
much or 'how many' line of inquiry, 'how and why' questions are likely to require the use of case studies and
histories. This is because such questions deal with operational links which need to be traced over time,
rather than mere frequencies or incidence (Yin, 1989:18). These conditions apply to an analysis of work
teams. Second, the establishment of teams in each workplace was a new event, calling for exploratory
research to discover its full meaning and implication (Kirk and Miller, 1994:17). A survey method would
have inevitably been based on questions which reflected the researcher's view of possible outcomes and
their causation. Case study method is preferable where new, unexpected and serendipitous knowledge is
desired. Third, the evolutionary nature of the new system meant that longitudinal case studies were
appropriate (Johansson and Vahlne, 1993). This allowed the reform program at each plant to mature and
exposed the way individual reforms were to face different challenges along the way and have different
levels of success at different stages. In order to understand the dynamic forces operating throughout the
process o f reform, in-depth research, incorporating a longitudinal framework, was essential (Benito and
Welsh, 1994).
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It was decided to choose mainstream, relatively typical firms that had a degree of commonality. Unusual
cases were avoided. The three companies chosen are relatively large, deal with a number of unions, have
relatively sophisticated technology applied across a breadth of production processes, have international
corporate linkages and markets and enjoy access to sufficient resources to implement change. A l l operate a
production line manufacturing process. To encourage openness through the research period, the companies
were assured that their identities would not be apparent in any published material. Hence, the paper gives
each a fictitious title and avoids corporate and industry details which might allow them to be identified.
Table 1.1 Characteristics of Case Study Companies

Name

Workforce

Head-office

Unions

MetalFab

2700

Japan

7

Steel Form

1700

Australia

3

HiChem

1000

US

12

Various sources of evidence were used. Company newsletters, organisational charts, letters, memoranda,
agendas, minutes of meetings, training programs, work schedules, reports of events and progress, formal
management appraisals and news clippings were collected and analysed. The main source of data was a
program of cross-sectoral interviews involving managers from different sections of the plants, union
leaders, supervisors, team leaders and individual workers. In total 114 interviews with 76 individuals took
place over a period of 5 years. The details of these interviews are described in Table 1.2.
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Table 1.2 Number of Interviews
Company

No.

Union/Worker

HRMMgt

Other Mgt

HiChem

34

11

10

13

Steel Form

34

7

22

5

MetalFab

46

14

21

11

Total

114

32

53

29

The three case studies will be presented in the next section. Each will describe the competitive context of
the firms, the problems they faced, the reasons they introduced teams, problems experienced in doing so and
brief comments on achievements.
CASE STUDIES
MetalFab
A subsidiary of a Japanese multinational with production facilities in the U S and the U K as well as
Australia, MetalFab was established in the 1960s when the parent acquired a plant previously owned by a
German firm in the same industry. MetalFab inherited facilities, workforce and management who had been
influenced by German employers. Subsequently the firm was influenced by British management styles due
to MetalFab employing a large number of management staff from a British firm that closed soon after
MetalFab was established. A t the time the teams concept was first proposed the management system was
hierarchical, with a clear line of authority from top to bottom. Management was 'all-knowing', workers
'did what they were told' and 'parked their brains at the door'.
The work for production employees at MetalFab was far from pleasant. Based around a continuous
production line, workers performed well-defined, specific tasks. The noise level of the equipment meant
that instructions had to be shouted and conversations were impossible. Typically, the line stopped for two
to three minutes at each work-station allowing a process to be completed. Each production worker would
then repeat the process for the whole shift. The individual tasks performed were very carefully defined and
segmented into small job events, these being the segments required to perform a complete task. The
company expected workers to work hard and strict supervisors were the means by which this was achieved.
The plant worked one shift per day supported by overtime when required.
Employing 2700 people when the reform period commenced, the company had seven resident unions,
representing (in order of membership) production workers, supervisors, clerks, engineers (two unions),
metalworkers and electricians. Work in the plant was highly specialised. The established practice,
supported by unions and management alike, involved strict delimitation of work between people in different
parts of the plant, between members of different unions and between individuals sharing the same
workstation.

The Problems
In the late 1980s, MetalFab was trailing its competitors in the Australian market. Its market share was
insufficient to return a consistent profit and various factors, including expansion of global productive
capacity and the prospect of increased competition from imports as a result of the Australian Government's
policy of scheduled tariff reductions, combined to make MetalFab's commercial prospects problematic.
The only profit made by the company was that on product imported from the parent company in Japan.
Major rationalisation was urgently required i f the parent was to continue supplying the Australian market
through a local production facility. Productivity and profitability had to improve or the plant would close,
its output, small by world standards, could be accommodated with only a marginal increase in production at
one of the newer, larger plants overseas.
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The company could identify a range of problems that conspired to restrict profitability. The first and major
issue was the poor quality o f the product, a fact demonstrated by both in-house measures and independent
industry tests. Improvement in product quality was essential if the company was to succeed in export
markets and hence achieve the sales volume and economies of scale necessary to become profitable. The
end-of-line inspection system gave the opportunity and incentive for operators to leave faults in their work
as repairs were done on weekends at overtime rates. Second, staff turnover was very high, averaging 3 to 4
per cent of the workforce each month, making training programs ineffective and wasteful. Third,
absenteeism was very high, averaging 20 per cent on any day. This disrupted the balance of work as
employees had to be moved to cover absentees. A larger workforce was required than would otherwise
have been necessary. If MetalFab could eliminate absenteeism, there would be an immediate pay-off in
reduced wages and increased productivity stemming from greater consistency and predictability in labour
availability. Fourth, days lost due to industrial unrest were very high. In the year the reforms were being
planned, 555 working days per 1000 employees were lost due to stoppages, half as much again as the
average in the manufacturing sector in Australia.
In summary, MetalFab faced a 'vicious circle' of problems that seemed to prevent it becoming competitive.
Poor quality of product prevented sales reaching break-even levels. Production workers lacked the skills
and commitment necessary to make a saleable product. Poor working conditions caused a lack of worker
commitment and promoted high labour turnover. High turnover and absenteeism made it uneconomic to
build skill levels.

MetalFab's Team Concept
MetalFab's parent had a corporate production system it had developed in Japan. Based on Demming's
Total Quality Control concept, it defined in precise detail how to manufacture the product. Japanese senior
management had been applying pressure to Australian management to implement the system which the
parent saw as the key to corporate success. MetalFab decided it was going to introduce the system.
The Japanese management model was highly dependent on the skills and motivation of the labour force.
The system in place at MetalFab, by contrast, was built around various control mechanisms such as quality
inspections and strict supervision. It did not rely on the motivation and co-operation of the workforce. The
parent's system required the line operators play a more independent, self-managing role. This called for a
new relationship between operators and supervisors.
Most of the company's problems, whether they be absenteeism, turnover or poor quality in production,
emanated from the production workforce. They had the least skills and the least commitment. The team
concept offered a possible solution. Teams offered the potential, with appropriate training and autonomy, to
manage the plant more effectively. More status, training and responsibility could be given to the shop floor
in the expectation that this would enhance productivity and quality and enrich the working lives of the
operators, thus addressing the company's endemic problems with absenteeism and labour turnover.
The notion of'self directed work teams' required that employees have higher skills, each worker being able
to fulfil a broader range of tasks. The change from the single task specialist to multiskilled, expert team
member implied a reduction in the number of job classifications. Greater job satisfaction and commitment
to the enterprise and lower turnover were expected to result from the change in work organisation.
A central element of the team concept introduced at MetalFab was that nobody owned their job. Team
members took responsibility for their tasks as a group. Each could support or replace the others as needs
arose. Team members had a joint responsibility to achieve specified quality standards; share work within
the team on an equitable and efficient basis; reach production targets; perform routine maintenance;
improve work area layout; improve production continuously; work effectively with other team members and
apply the next customer concept. Team meetings were to play an important role in this process, allowing
the team to control its work. This forum was designed to give the company access to the talent and
decision-making capacity of shop floor workers.
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MetalFab wanted to incorporate quality assurance into the construction of the product, reduce the costs of
repairs, eliminate the 'end of line inspector' and raise the quality of the end product to market levels. Under
the new system, multiskilled operators assured their own work quality, with the support of their team, thus
removing the need for inspection. Operators would tick and sign a check sheet, taking personal
responsibility for the quality.
In summary, the philosophy behind teams was alien to the traditional, authoritarian system in place at
MetalFab, as practised from the company's inception. The concept included notions of incorporation and
empowerment, or at least self-management, which required a sea-change in attitudes and practices among
management.
In pursuit of the new policy, MetalFab established a pilot program in one section of the plant that would act
as a model for other departments. The leading hands who had previously fulfilled the role of first level
supervisors had their positions removed and team leader positions were advertised. A l l workers could apply
for these positions but in fact all team leaders selected had previously been leading hands. Groups of eight
to ten workers were assigned to each team. Meetings of around five minutes were held at the beginning of
the day. The training program was expanded to allow team members to become multiskilled and electronic
boards were installed to advertise the skill level of each team member.

Outcome
Early reactions were positive, especially in relation to the increased level of flexibility and cooperation with
local management. Most interviewees observed that it was the willingness of the team members to cover
for each other and undertake extra duties that had resulted in the operational improvements. Improved
communication through meetings and collective attention to maintenance of equipment and work stations
promoted productivity. End of line quality inspection ceased and quality improved.
However, many factors worked to retard the introduction of teams at MetalFab. The major problem for
employees was that there was insufficient support from senior management. Many complained that there
had been no erosion of the authoritarian, hierarchical decision-making by management. Many employees
said that it was impossible for a foreman or team leader to 'empower' their workers when they were
personally being treated in a dictatorial manner. Senior management made decisions without consulting the
shop floor and would override team decisions. Trade union officials reported that recognition of where the
true authority resided meant the task of implementing team decision-making was impossible. The meetings
introduced the form but not the substance of a change in authority. 'Empowerment' at MetalFab was a
fiction.
Second, teams and multiskilling were jeopardised by the priority given to daily production, to the frustration
of those responsible for implementing the new system. The training program required that everyone be
cross-trained, able to perform more than one team job, and this meant that workers had to be released from
duties to attend training. However, the demands of production meant it was wise for foremen to leave their
most experienced workers, those most capable of training, to work on the line. This would involve the least
disruption of work. In addition, to overcome absenteeism, plant managers would transfer team members
away from the group, disrupting team planning and requiring team leaders to return to full production
duties.
Third, potential loss of employment due to the reforms meant many individuals had good reason not to
support the process. Supervisors, for example, faced a loss of security and authority. The union
representing the foremen objected to the supervisory role of the team leaders who were members of the
production workers' union. A s one interviewee commented:
The team leaders were basically foremen without the uniform. It was never clear what the
foremen's new role would be. In fact, there was talk of getting rid of foremen altogether, foremen
being changed to team leaders.
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Fourth, while absenteeism had been one of the key problems that triggered interest in the reforms, the
reforms failed partly because absenteeism continued at high levels. This restricted the capacity to train team
members and prevented the team leader fulfilling his role.
Finally, the circumstances at the time that teams were introduced made success unlikely. A decline in the
Australian economy meant that sales and production fell. Large numbers of workers were retrenched,
including those who had been trained to take up their new team roles. Eventually, a cost cutting exercise led
to the loss of the team leaders' planning time away from production, a sign that the teams concept had been
abandoned.
Recorded improvements to quality, productivity and turnover at MetalFab were laudable. However, it is not
possible to identify the exact sources of the improvements. Capital injections, improved layout and better
design of the new model all contributed. MetalFab's teams concept was not a major source of improvement
because they were not applied comprehensively across the plant and were in place for only a limited period.
Steel Form
The second case study plant was established as a joint-venture between an English company and an
Australian multinational corporation in the early 1970s. Ten years later the Australian firm purchased the
whole of the company which, until then, had been managed by a member of the English firm's founding
family. The Australian parent is a large, diversified enterprise with three separate divisions, each division
having significant foreign sales, assets and employees. Steel Form is part of one of these divisions.
The plant comprises a series of lines that convert raw material supplied by a fellow subsidiary into product
for use by industry and households. Being a relatively modern plant, and there having been substantial
additions to the equipment since the plant was established, Steel Form's plant is a relatively clean i f noisy
workplace. Processing lines are managed by a small number o f people at control booths. The few workers
per process line are dwarfed by the equipment. The plant operates 24 hours a day on continuous shift.
The company, employing around 1700 people when the teams concept was introduced, had three significant
unions, representing (in order of size) production workers, mechanical tradesmen and electricians. The
industrial relations environment was described as good, with almost no history of stoppages, a result of the
plant's remote location, modern working conditions, a record of secure employment and relatively high
wages.

The Problems
The plant had been profitable for much of its life but, like MetalFab, Steel Form found itself facing difficult
market conditions at the end of the 1980s. Newly industrialising countries (NICs) had significantly added to
global production capacity. Developed countries countered the increased competition by raising tariffs, to
Steel Form's products as well as those from the NICs, the latter responsing by targeting the Australian
market among others with keenly priced products. Consequently, price increases for Steel Form's products
had to be held down to a level considerably lower than the Consumer Price Index. Adding to the firm's
problems, labour productivity had shown little improvement despite on-going capital upgrades. The
culmination of these difficulties was that the parent company raised the possibility of total withdrawal from
the industry, the other two divisions returning better return on investment.
Steel Form implemented a traditional, hierarchical management structure when it commenced operations in
the early 1970s. Each layer in the structure was clearly dominant over subordinates. Consultation was seen
as a threat to authority. Operators were at the bottom of the pecking order and had little opportunity to make
input to the work process. Consequently, an attitude to quality prevailed that was similar to that described
at the MetalFab plant. "The worker didn't care whether the product was faulty. They just did what they
were told. If something was stuffed up, it was the supervisor's fault."

7

The traditional management strategy focussed on the importance of continuous production. Individuals,
whether they be workers or management personnel would be subject to severe criticism and possible
dismissal i f they were found to be responsible for stopping the production line. Consequently, many
strategies were used to deflect blame. The plant was therefore a place where conflict was common. The
people who were successful in this environment were those who handled conflict the best. This tended to
reinforce the authoritarian management style. A s one manager noted:
"We had a policy of applauding the 'crash through or crash' manager. The one who could beat
others down. The person with the strongest personality would prevail and be seen as the best
manager."
Having relatively modern equipment, Steel Form could not look to capital upgrades to solve the problems
that lay in its management systems, especially human resource management. The firm identified a range of
problems that, i f overcome, would allow it to be more competitive in both the domestic and export market.
First, quality standards had to be maintained with greater consistency. The four crews that manned the
equipment through the day often ran the equipment differently and dealt with problems differently.
Consequently, the firm suffered from high levels of non-prime material that either had to be reprocessed or
sold as lower grade stock. Second, production workers lacked the appropriate skills to implement a more
rigorous quality regime. Third, the plant suffered from high levels of staff turnover: "More than one in
three workers we had at the start of the year were gone by Christmas." This situation was a major deterrent
to an expansion of the training program. Fourth, the company believed that the workforce was inflexible.
Demarcations existed within and between unions. Employees protected their jobs by preventing others from
entering their domain even where other workers had the appropriate skills. In summary, the company
suffered from poor skills, high labour turnover and uncompetitive levels of substandard production.

Steel Form's Team Concept
The company accepted that its problems were a direct result of its management structure and philosophy:
"With 'state of the art' equipment, success would depend on our people, how they were managed and how
they were trained". To solve its problems the company turned to Total Quality Control (TQC), like
MetalFab, primarily because its major competitor had implemented this system and had used it to gain an
ascendant market position. TQC principles required a new training program be established to improve skills
and a different management culture, one with greater 'involvement' by shop floor employees.
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'Involvement was to be achieved through the establishment of consultative fora at works, department and
section level and through a teams based approach to work groups. This called for a radical change to the
traditional role of the supervisor, to one that got the maximum output from the new skills and motivated
workers to "take charge of their work". The team concept was partly designed to facilitate a flattening of
Steel Form's management structure by removing some levels of management. The desired structure called
for operators and supervisors to shoulder more responsibility, especially for quality control. As one union
official said:
We want a team work approach. This calls for a recognition that people within the team will share
responsibilities. This requires a great cultural change. The traditional culture is that the supervisor
must be better at everything than his people, otherwise his position is under threat. But now the task
is coordination and coaching, he does not need to be the best.
Whereas at MetalFab the team was the primary, capstone reform, upon which other reforms depended, at
Steel Form the training structure was the primary construct. With greater skills the company could get
"more out of the production workers". Teams were to be formed and a training structure designed to ensure
that all members of each team could do all team jobs, as well as some of those of 'customer and supplier'
teams, thereby making the workforce much more flexible than had previously been the case. Teams were to
be self-sufficient, able to look after "their part of the business". A l l job classifications would disappear.
Anybody with the skills could be asked to undertake any task. Wage rates were to be based on the training
structure. Workers had to have completed all training units at a level in order to receive a pay rise and to be
8

eligible for training units at the next level. Where work areas were too small to require sufficient training to
justify a pay rise, work groups were combined, radically altering the organisational structure of the plant.
The training-based pay structure therefore shaped the teams.
The greater part of the resources and energy were directed to designing and delivering the training program.
Having redefined work groups into teams as dictated by the training model, gaining shopfloor involvement
was left to supervisors, renamed team leaders, who were given training in consultative management
techniques. Unlike at MetalFab and HiChem (the third case study) there was no spill of positions of
authority.

Outcome ^
Implementation of the reforms ran into various problems. First, business conditions deteriorated, making
the cost of training team members, done at overtime rates, a far greater burden than had been anticipated.
Second, multiskilling in the context of the team tended to foster 'Jacks of all trades, masters of none'. For
example, workers were trained in forklift driving to a functional level for the plant but did not receive a
'ticket', necessary to use the skill outside Steel Form. Third, some foremen sought to protect their
production targets by leaving the best operators in their positions, denying them and others the opportunity
to multiskill. Some 'gun operators' refused to leave their positions. Fourth, many supervisors came to
oppose the reforms. They were receiving little training themselves and could see the more highly skilled
team members rising to take their jobs. The new system offered them no career structure like it did the
operators. Further, the concept that any member of a team could be asked to perform any team function
meant that supervisors might be asked to sweep the floor, something beneath their traditional status. Many
resigned, denying the firm a wealth of skills and experience. Finally, despite the fostering of cooperative
skills in the work units by the training system, the company was not successful in changing the attitudes of
all the supervisors. As one manager said:
We have supervisors who have been in the business for 20 years. Y o u don't easily change these old
style supervisors. For every supervisor who is cooperative in style there is one who isn't. I am not
convinced we have changed dramatically in that area.
First middle management and then senior management withdrew their support. Having been the brainchild
of a former Works Manager and driven by the Human Resources Department, supervisors and production
management who had not been invited to make input to the new system criticised its implementation and
operation.
While the management structure changed to accommodate a broadening of skill and enhanced
responsibility at lower levels, senior managers were disappointed in the degree of devolution and
empowerment that was actually achieved:
One area of disappointment is that you don't see a rise in acceptance of responsibility and
accountability. We have cut back on supervision in anticipation of the workforce needing less
supervision. It hasn't happened.
In summary, the company's decision to pursue an extreme form of multiskilling, effectively 'universal
skilling' within the work units, required an enormous commitment of resources. Preparing the training
modules and releasing staff to undertake training, or paying them at overtime rates, caused the cost of the
program to rise to an unsustainable level.
The structural change to management generated significant productivity gains for Steel Form. The company
removed the general foreman position across the plant and combined a number of specialist supervisor
positions. The flattening of the hierarchy and reduction in the ratio of supervisors to operators saved
considerable sums in managerial wages. However, rather than pushing decision-making down to lower
levels, responsibility gravitated to the reduced number of supervisors and senior management. Despite the

9

expensive training apparatus that was designed to allow teams to take on this responsibility, management
could not identify this happening.
HiChem
HiChem's parent organisation is a large multinational corporation which sells a generic or ' global' product
throughout the world. It has operations in Japan, South America and Europe as well as the US where its
corporate headquarters is located. While there are many manufacturers of HiChem's product, three
companies, including HiChem, dominate the global market, supplying 80% of sales. Built in 1962, HiChem
(Australia) has relatively modern equipment. A range of quite different manufacturing processes, carried
out in different buildings, lead to the end product being produced and distributed by road to interstate
markets and by air to export markets.
HiChem is the sole producer of its product in Australia and enjoys market dominance, its Japanese and
European rivals having smaller market shares supplied through imports. However, HiChem's industry, like
those of Metal Fab and Steel Form, is global. Even a dominant position in the Australian market is
insufficient to provide adequate returns to shareholders. Economies of scale are such that HiChem must
succeed in export markets as well as dominate the Australian market. Loss of any market in the parent's
competitive tendering arrangement would lead to increased costs as economies of scale were forfeited with
the decline in output.
At the time when teams were introduced, HiChem employed around 1000 people who were represented by
12 unions, the largest of which covered the production workers and metal trades workers. Some of the work
in the plant is particularly repetitious, boring and at times onerous, being conducted in an environment
where the floor is awash with chemicals. While the plant had never experienced a high level of industrial
unrest, industrial relations were portrayed as poor, with both sides seeing the other as being inflexible and
unsympathetic. Workers resisted all attempts to move from one department to another where they would
face a different production process and different union coverage. Traditional operator-supervisor
relationships'applied with supervisors making the decisions and workers "doing what they were told".
The working environment and pay rates differed between the various departments, the result of a past policy
of treating each department as a separate business. Another consequence of this policy was that there was
relatively little direct, senior management participation in production decisions and almost no interaction
between departmental managers except in so far as they supplied each other with product or competed with
each other over meeting productivity benchmarks set by the parent. Management reported high levels of
involvement with the parent company in the US. Guidance in management style and method is supplied.
Hence, management initiatives in the areas of work teams and 'empowerment' of workers were pursued by
the company at all locations around the world. The company's version of Demming's Total Quality Control
is corporate policy at all subsidiaries. Thus, in this highly decentralised environment, managers sought to
implement strategies designed by the parent and passed down through local senior management.

The Problems
From the 1960s HiChem's share of the global market fell consistently, mainly because it had fallen behind
in product innovation, its product development simply following that of its competitors. The Chief
Executive Officer of HiChem Australia summarised the competitive position of the parent:
The parent company comes off several years of patchy performance. It has, as a result of less than
satisfactory financial performance at a corporate level, become particularly hard nosed in the way in
which it approaches its various manufacturing operations. This altitude is, to some extent,
understandable in that world-wide HiChem capacity is in excess of demand and it is expected that
the excess capacity will continue on into the indefinite future.
As a result of this situation and in an attempt to stimulate the financial results of the company as a whole,
and thereby take advantage of this excess capacity, the parent company adopted a new strategy towards its
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subsidiaries. It became more demanding of the performance of individual manufacturing plants around the
world and increasingly prepared to shift production from one plant to another. Consequently, HiChem was
subject to considerable market pressure by dint of a relatively new corporate policy to maximise shareholder
returns by making the plant compete with other HiChem plants. Productivity and quality reporting from all
subsidiaries, published according to a common format defined by corporate headquaters in the U S , allowed
all plants to compare their performance against sister subsidiaries. Further, subsidiaries would make
competitive bids for particular country markets, making fellow subsidiaries HiChem's major competitors.
This strategy would lead over time to the closure of the least competitive subsidiary, a consequence of
continued failure to win its parent's contracts.
Like MetalFab and Steel Form, HiChem identified a range of problems that worked to limit productivity,
preventing the plant from competing successfully against its competitors, those within and those outside its
parent's global hierarchy. Having implemented on-going capital upgrades, the company believed that it was
getting insufficient return on these investments, a function of poor labour productivity. Rigid work
demarcations, both within and between unions, restricted the company's capacity to assign work as needed.
For example, production workers could not undertake even the simplest of maintenance tasks. If production
workers could do simple maintenance and identify the type of tradesmen required for the more complex
jobs then less production time would be lost and there would be fewer demands on the valuable time of
maintenance employees. A second consequence of the demarcations was the high level of overtime worked
at the plant. Workers 'owned' their particular jobs and were the only ones who could perfom them, even if
this meant large amounts of overtime had to be worked even when other workers were unavailable.
Demarcations prevented them from assisting. A third consequence was that should a worker complete his
particular job after an hours work, a common thing for the crane drivers, described as "gods, the pick of the
bunch", they would "read a book for the day", the attitude being that they had done 'their' work. "Why
should I go and do somebody else's work?". A final consequence was the high level of idle machine time
by comparison with other plants. In part this was explained by the inability of workers to undertake simple
maintenance.

HiChem's Team Concept
To improve productivity the company looked to change production processes at the finest level of detail
"which you can only do through shop-floor people". The potential for operators to suggest how their taks
might be made more efficient had not been possible in the past as traditional supervisor-operator
relationships applied: "The traditional way was for the operators to leave their brains at the gate. They got
their instructions from the leading hand and they simply did it".
Like at MetalFab, the teams were to be the foundation of the new work system. Through the team,
employees would become more involved and would come to apply all their skills and knowledge to
achieving the aims of their team. Teams were to comprise about eight multiskilled members whose pay rates
would reflect the skills they could demonstrate. Training would include both technical skills and the
communication skills appropriate for a 'self-directing' team environment. Unlike at Steel Form, rather than
all employees in a team receiving the same training, the team leader had to determine that a particular
person was the best one to do the training.
Teams would be responsible for a range of personnel tasks such as pay, absenteeism and sickness. The team
leader would say whether additional staff were required to cover absences, who was to receive training in a
particular area and how they were trained. Through the team, employees would become moré involved and
would come to apply all their skills and knowledge to the aims of their team. B y developing additional skill
and responsibility, teams would progressively manage more aspects of their work environment. In time, the
teams would enable a flattening of the management hierarchy in the company.
In summary, HiChem shared a traditional hierarchical, authoritarian management system with MetalFab and
Steel Form. Like them, it sought to address its lack of competitiveness by gaining more productivity from
its labour force. In addition to removing work demarcations and thereby reducing constraints to productive
labour deployment, the company wanted to change the nature of work by empowering workers, through
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their teams, having them take ownership of their work environment. Workers would be accountable to each
other. Vertical and cross skilling would enable them to focus on and work towards their team's objectives,
unhindered by artificial demarcations. The devolution of decision making would allow the company to
flatten its management structure.

Outcome
The company gave considerable resources to the process of establishing teams. However, it soon
confronted a range of problems. For example, there was confusion over the degree of authority that had
been passed to the teams. One union leader described a lack of consistency between the company's policy
and its management practices:
On the one hand HiChem pushed for autonomous work groups. On the other hand they also
asserted the right of managers to manage and have pushed through decisions without any
consultation with workers.
Training in communication skills was supplied to shop floor people, including team leaders and supervisors,
but was not supplied to managers. A s at MetalFab and Steel Form, the newly trained workers would apply
their skills but were frustrated when their managers continued to use the old style approach.
Similar to Steel Form and MetalFab, the production workers gained most from the reforms. Trades people
were not the focus of the training initiative. They were required to pass their knowledge and work to
production workers but had no advancement available. They responded by reinforcing their defence of
demarcations and resisted the pressure to have them pass their knowledge to production workers.
In summary, HiChem committed a great deal of resources to designing its new classification and work
organisation systems. However, inexperience in using consultative methods, variability across the plant in
how the implementation was to occur and some confusion as to the meaning of 'participative management',
all contributed to the implementation process being slow and expensive.
Nevertheless, the early reaction to the introduction of teams was very positive. Teams were most successful
where team leaders enjoyed the capacity to make decisions and had responsibilities that had previously
fallen to management staff. In the department where teams were most well established, team leaders took
on the positive as well as the negative aspects of additional responsibility. When work was completed
ahead of time the team leaders had the authority to send people home early. They were also expected to
deal with problems: "If people have been taking too many sickies or not enough RDOs (Rostered Days Off)
we speak to them."
Individual team leaders expressed satisfaction with the operation of meetings and their contribution to
managing their process:
Distribution is the furthest down the road in terms of natural work teams. It has become the easiest
environment to introduce change. Ideas naturally gravitate from the floor upwards. They don't
make wage claims because some new system is coming in. They don't get nervous that a change
will reduce the workforce. They used to have two shifts. Such is their performance it is down to
one. They guarantee next day delivery on a one shift basis.
Industrial relations also improved where teams operated successfully: "Since teams came in we have gained
trust. We never go over to Industrial Relations. We fix up everything in-house now. Everything".
Many examples of increased labour productivity were cited, stemming mainly from devolution of tasks to
the shop floor and job-broadening, often involving the erosion of demarcations. In one department output
increased two and a half times while the number of managers was halved. Quality inspectors were removed
as a result of the production teams taking on that responsibility. Supervisors were unnecessary as the teams
started to run themselves.
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However, three years after their introduction, union officials denied that there had been a genuine change in
the nature of work, believing that teams had been a clever device to make people more productive without
giving them genuine control or full compensation for their additional productivity: "I don't believe the
autonomous work teams have actually changed the work methods. It is still hierarchically managed".
In summary, as with many of the reform initiatives, the diverse character of the HiChem plant makes it
difficult to generalise on the quality of outcomes flowing from natural work teams. Many examples of
marked productivity gain were cited but ineffective and non-existent team structures were also common.
With few exceptions, the ambition to create 'autonomous', natural work teams was not achieved.
CONCLUSION
Research in the U S by Strauss (1996) found that, despite ongoing interest in various forms of employee
involvement, most attempts to implement production methods based on the concept had failed. The major
reasons for firms abandoning participative structures related to a lack of support for them from key
participants and problems in introducing organisational changes. The research presented in this paper was
undertaken in order to ascertain the reasons behind firms introducing teams, to identify the problems they
faced in doing so, to establish whether they led to an improvement in organisational performance and
whether the quality of work was improved for production workers.
Why did the firms introduce teams? The three companies studied were exposed to intense pressure to
become more productive and to match international competitors. A l l three were subject to a corporate
philosophy that each segment of their internationally diversified companies should pay their own way. If
this were not the case, Steel Form's parent would close the division, MetalFab would supply Australian
consumers with near identical products made in Japan, and HiChem would allow the South American plant
to absorb the Australian subsidiary's markets. The pressure to achieve productivity growth was therefore
immediate and intense.
A l l firms saw their major problems as emanating from the poor skills and lack of commitment of production
workers. They introduced teams to improve shop floor practices, solve problems locally and have workers
take responsibility for quality. Each plant management made reference to reversing past policies of having
employees 'park their brains at the factory door*. This required that workers assume higher status and be
given greater discretion over their work. More co-operative supervisors and team leaders would empower
shop floor employees to voice their opinions and take action to avoid problems.
What problems were experienced when the firms introduced teams? Two major problems were evident at
all plants. First, the introduction and operation of teams were opposed, actively and passively, by those who
feared that their status or career prospects might be threatened. At each plant the principal winners were the
blue collar workers who gained the potential to increase skills and pay and the prospect of participating in
decision making. Other groups were largely ignored. As a result, foremen faced a loss of authority as team
leaders took up first line management. At HiChem, supervisors were told their jobs would disappear.
Similar prospects applied at the other two plants. A l l case study companies transferred simple, routine
maintenance to operators and threatened job security for trades people. Trade unions representing foremen
and trades people developed strategies to resist these impositions. A t Steel Form they opposed every
attempt to transfer their work to production workers. Demarcations were strengthened where, previously,
informal arrangements had applied to let production workers do minor maintenance. Similar cases applied
at MetalFab. Where agreements had been made they fought over the details of implementation. When this
strategy was exhausted at Steel Form, the union insisted that the changes be taken to a mass meeting,
knowing that this would be unacceptable to management as it required that production cease for the duration
of the meeting.
Cordery et al (1992) found the same situation applied at a minerals processing firm. Skilled maintenance
people had not had access to additional training as had been promised under an industrial agreement. The
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result was that their jobs remained substantially unchanged. Focussing training, and therefore wage
increases, on process workers bred frustration and resentment among the trades people.
Routine aspects of quality control, maintenance, overtime and industrial relations were taken over by team
leaders or supervisors at all plants, reducing the work and seemingly the career prospects of managerial
staff. Consequently, managers considered that their roles were being taken over by their subordinates. N o
new roles were identified, so they responded by dissociating themselves from the changes, paying 'lip
service' as necessary, but criticising in private. 'Passive resistance' of this sort was widely seen as a major
barrier to the successful implementation of agreed reforms at each plant.
Second, there was confusion among senior management at all plants over the degree to which the teams
were 'autonomous'. Management personnel reported that they had initially ascribed too much authority to
participatory decision making and had 'backed off when the cost implications were understood. For
example, the former Works Manager at Steel Form felt the company had initially over-emphasised the 'nice'
bits of T Q M , especially the consultative practices, but had given insufficient attention to 'management
disciplines'. This lack of constancy among senior management policy clearly impaired the success of the
reform programs. Negative attitudes towards the reforms were passed down from senior management to
middle managers.
Middle managers responded by placing administrative barriers against the full
implementation of the reforms.
At no plant did management recognise or resolve the potential conflict between their aims for teams and
their separate aims for labour flexibility. Team leaders at MetalFab complained of team members being
'poached' and at HiChem of them being 'bussed* to other parts of the plant. Similarly, staff transfers to
'customer' or 'supplier' parts of the Steel Form production line were resented by team leaders and team
members alike. Such intrusions meant that their teams were 'sabotaged'. Williams (1997) found similar
problems in the introduction of teams at the Australian Taxation Office.
Did teams lead to an improvement in the organisational performance of the firms? Productivity growth, or
at least efficiency improvement, was apparent at all plants. However, it is not clear that the creation of
teams was purely or even largely responsible. A l l plants went through significant down-scaling due to the
recession but did not experience major industrial problems. Many mangers expressed the view that the
greater flexibility of the work force and a new capacity to recognise corporate difficulties among shop floor
workers, associated with the introduction of teams, were partly responsible for the improved industrial
relations environment. More tangible achievements were also evident. Quality improved while quality
inspection was reduced. Output per employee increased in every case and turnover and absenteeism fell.
However, the causal role of teams was diffused by other developments such as capital investment,
technological change, product design improvements, the recession and labour cuts which occurred during
the time when teams were operating.
After a period when enthusiastic Human Resources staff implemented and supported the teams, various
factors worked to undermine them. At all plants a deteriorating market situation led management to look for
opportunities to cut costs. Team leaders had to return to full time production work, leaving them unable to
fulfil their original role. Training and therefore shop-floor advancement were cut back. The teams were in
place on paper but there was relatively little evidence of them on the shop floor.
Did teams improve the quality of working life for employees? Teams became a significant feature of
working life at each of the plants. Workers gained greater 'ownership' of their work, even i f this was
significantly constrained by managerial discretion. The reduction in the number of supervisors at HiChem
and the distancing of the remainder from day to day operations, combined with the removal of line
inspectors, left teams more independent, more able to solve their own problems. Similarly, Steel Form
reduced the number of supervisors, leaving groups of workers more responsible for their own work. '
Thinking and doing' were reunited. However, these changes are best interpreted as a refinement of the
hierarchical structure, not its replacement. There was no 'paradigm shift' in management. 'Ownership' o f
work areas was clearly subject to management overview. Managers retained the right to manage. Cordery
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et al (1992) also found the recombining of'thinking' and 'doing' aspects of a job was a departure from
traditional 'control' paradigms even though the extent of such delegation was somewhat prescribed.
No plant was fully successful in changing the autocratic 'culture' of management. The capacity of
supervisors to change was limited by the attitudes and behaviour of senior and middle management. The
new 'humane' management style was largely restricted to the newly trained team leaders. Even their
commitment to such methods was dampened because their superiors were still using the old authoritarian
methods. '"Why should we bother?'" As argued by Strauss (1996), "when participation is introduced as a
small island in a sea of non-participation, the organisational immune system quickly snuffs it out".
The case studies found that teams failed to 'empower' or 'incorporate' workers. Confusion in managerial
direction had led, after an initial period of optimism, to disappointment and cynicism among workers about
their role in decision-making. Managers were not interested in genuine power sharing, despite early
indications that this was the case. Even so, an expectation that supervisors would treat workers with greater
respect, that workers would have capacity to undertake broader tasks, especially at HiChem, and that
workers could apply 'thinking' to their work, improved the quality of working life for production line
employees at all plants.
In summary, each company enjoyed some significant savings and greater productivity. These emanated
mainly from work intensification for management, especially supervisors, and a degree of greater flexibility
among shopfloor workers. Supervision became somewhat more humane. However, attempts at changing
the culture were unsuccessful. New senior management were appointed at Steel Form and MetalFab who
were openly opposed to the philosophy behind teams and employee involvement and a 'tougher' attitude at
HiChem suggests that 'cultural change' had lost the appeal that it had once held.
It is not possible to generalise about the success of team structures on the basis of these case studies. None
of the workplaces studied can be regarded as typical of all situations. On the other hand, they did provide
the opportunity to observe, over a considerable period of time, the dynamics of organisational change in
relatively large, multi-union, multinational organisations. Attitudes and practices were studied over an
extended period and achievements recorded. The research showed that, to be successful, the aims and
objectives of teams must be well understood and supported by senior management and must be consistently
pursued through deeds as well as words. Senior management must lead the reform process. They must
address negative attitudes and behaviours and convince the organisation it is taking the best course. Middle
management and supervisors should be involved in identifying, planning and implementing the reform
program. Their financial and production budgets need to be flexible to recognise that the change process
will have its short term costs. Where the changes impact negatively on individuals and groups, this should
be recognised and any new opportunities available to those concerned should be discussed and planned.
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