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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.
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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
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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.



----
xv

Statement of originality

Workers Changing Work:  The Influence of Worker Power

A longitudinal case study analysis of workplace change at
Moving Metals Limited

Verna Lesley Blewett

This work contains no material which has been accepted for the award of any other
degree or diploma in any university or other tertiary institution and, to the best of my
knowledge and belief, contains no material previously published or written by
another person, except where due reference has been made in the text.
I give consent to this copy of the thesis, when deposited in the University Library,
being available for loan and photocopying.

Verna Lesley Blewett
25 August 2000



----
xvi

Acknowledgments

In the conduct of this research and the preparation of this thesis I have some
important people whose part in this work must be acknowledged.  In the first place I
thank the generous workers and management at the case study company, Moving
Metals Limited, who so willingly agreed to be the subject of this research.  Without
them there would be no story.
Throughout the long course of this study I have had the pleasure of the supportive
assistance of two splendid supervisors.  Professor Patrick Dawson was generously
there from beginning to end, while Dr Barbara Pocock took over in the last eighteen
months and provided outstanding help.  I thank them for their guidance and the care
they have taken with me and my work.  I also thank Dr Peter OBrien who helped me
to ‘put a fence’ around the work.  Emeritus Professor David Ferguson, who
supervised my MPH(OH) at Sydney University, encouraged me to stretch my
thinking and has been an important mentor.
Funding for a project of this nature is paramount in the researcher’s mind.  The
Research Directors of the TQM Project being run by the Key Centre in Strategic
Management (then at the Queensland University of Technology) gave me permission
to use data from their research project in the first year of my data collection.  I thank
them for their generosity.  In the second and third years of data collection I was
funded through the Workplace Change Program and had the additional benefit of
working with experienced and knowledgable personnel from the Commonwealth
Department of Industrial Relations and the Australian Manufacturing Council
Secretariat. Without this support the research could not have been conducted.  I also
thank the Australian Occupational Health and Safety Trust for providing funding
towards my MBA which led to this research.
In the last eighteen months I have enjoyed the strong collegial atmosphere of the
Department of Social Inquiry at the University of Adelaide where I was able to work
in an environment of active intellectual inquiry.  I thank Professor Chilla Bulbeck
and her staff for welcoming me to the Department when I needed it most. My fellow
students showed by example how to make light of hard work and encouraged
thinking outside the square.  In the Barr Smith Library, Les Howard provided me
with expert direction and assistance.  Liz Kummerow from the Department of
Commerce was a willing ear on many occasions over the years and I am grateful for



xvii

----
her support. Dr Daniela Stehlik, from CQU, provided me with the best advice at
exactly the right time.
My generous friends and critical readers: Dr Robert Hirsch, Andrea Shaw, Sonya
Mezinec, David Caple, Dr Annie Wyatt and Stewart Sweeney not only read many
pages of draft material, but also managed to encourage me continuously.  In
particular, Andrea has been a source of inspiration for me for many years.  Thank
you for your love and for being so readily available for me.
Ultimately a task such as this impacts most of all on one’s family.  My mother, Vera
and my mother-in-law, Gerda (a great cook), are two gracious women who have
watched the research and writing process with wonder and have freely given their
love and support.  My long suffering and wonderful husband, Robert, has constantly
suggested I ‘just do it’ while at the same providing financial support, cooking food
and tending our daughter, all with sublime good humour.  What a man!  All in all he
has suffered the consequences of a student wife with great love.  Lily, our daughter,
can’t remember a time when her mother wasn’t studying something.  She has had to
bear with a mother who is sometimes rather distracted, but nonetheless Lily has been
energetically delightful.  I thank her for reading Harry Potter to me for relaxation.  I
was gratified to see her eyes just about pop out of her head when she saw my
completed work – she’s glad I’ve still got a life.



----
xviii

Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used throughout this thesis.

ACPL Automotive Components Pty Ltd
ACL Australian Company Limited
AMCS Australian Manufacturing Council Secretariat
AWIRS 95 1995 Australian Workplace Industrial Relations Survey
CAL Car Accessories Limited
CEO Chief Executive Officer
CIP Continuous Improvement Program
DIR Department of Industrial Relations
EA Enterprise Agreement
EB Enterprise bargaining
EPC Engineering Production Certificate
FAPM Federation of Automotive Products Manufacturers
FIMEE Federation of Ironworkers, Manufacturing and Engineering

Employees
HIM High involvement management
HR Human resources
HSR Health and safety representative
JIT Just-in-time
LPI Labour productivity index
LTI Lost time injury

(defined as an injury which results in the worker being absent for at
least a complete shift)

MEWU Metal and Engineering Workers Union
MML Moving Metals Limited



xix

-8-

MRP II Material Requirement Planning II (computer-based system for
tracking materials in the factory

NVA Non-value added
NWM New wave manufacturing
OD Organisational development
OHS Occupational health and safety
QA Quality assurance
QCs Quality circles
QDC Quick die change
QWL Quality of working life
RDO Rostered day off
SBU Single bargaining unit (for the purposes of enterprise bargaining)
SPC Statistical process control
SOP Standard operating procedure
STS Socio-technical systems
TAFE Technical and Further Education
TQM Total quality management
US or USA United States of America
VA Value added
WCM World competitive manufacturing
WIP Work-in-process (inventory)


