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ABSTRACT 

It is both feasible and desirable to improve the quality 

of working life (QWL) . Yet , the prospect is bleak , unless 

management and unions co-operate or goad each other into action ; 

and unless research closes the gap between social s cience theory 

and engineering practice. Obstacles to progress could be better 

dealt with by greater emphasis on action-research, closer colla

boration between organizational and engineering researchers , and 

closer involvement of managers , union officials , employees and 

researchers . In expounding this argument , the article notes 

recent innovative thrusts , and makes suggestions for research at the 

micro- and macro-levels . 



1. 0 INTRODUCTION 

The Quality of Working Life (QWL) refers, in this article , to those aspects 

of the design of j obs and the organization of work that affect the social and 

psychological well-being of people who work. Improving QWL , which is the "action" 

issue , implies changes in j obs and in organization , aimed at increasing that well

being . 

It is important , first of all , to consider whether QWL is truly a matter of 

broad social significance , or j ust a fad created to temporarily serve the ends of 

a p articular group . Evidence that QWL is a worthwhile matter lies mainly in the 

manifest commitment of various parties, and in its apparent relevance to social 

trends .  The commitment by some business organizations in radically re-designing 

their manufacturing operations (e . g . Volvo) ;  commitment by some governments in 

legislation and sponsored research (e . g .  West Germany) ; and connnitment by some 

trade union bodies in the practical education and involvement of their members 

(e . g. Austrian Trade Union Federation) ; testifies that QWL is a serious issue , 

not confined to a narrow interest group . 

There is a general trend in society towards a wider democratic participa

tion in its direction and operation. Even such traditional institutions as the 

church, the military and the civil service are showing tendencies to relax the 

rigidities of protocol and prerogative in favour of more general participation 

of organizational members in conducting their affairs. Rising levels of educa

tion , literacy and information in the whole of the population offer a tentative 

explanation . More people are more aware of what is going on in the world than , 

say , a generation ago; they are better able to understand the workings of 

society; they have greater expectations as to the benefits they can obtain; and 

they have more time in which to feel and utter their concerns. In short , a 

richer quality of psychological life is not just a seductive idea promulgated 
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by a few self-interested persons -- it is in the Spirit of the Times . 

Yet , the progress of QWL has not been as impressive as this assessment 

suggests it ought to be . As Lisl Klein observes , in a 19 7 5  review of the state

of-the-art for the West German Commission for Economic and Social Change : "While 

there are indeed a large number of experiments now taking place , nowhere has 

critical mass been achieved" (Klein , 1975: 70). Since that observation , momentum 

may have been lost rather than gained . 

By examining the political system in which QWL improvement has to take place , 

and by examining the research that has been done , this article attempts to find out 

what is getting in the way of progress -- what are the resistances and obstacles? 

It attempts to identify the needs of the situation and ,  in conclusion, to point out 

promising avenues for future action and research. 

2. 0 THE POLITICS OF QWL 

QWL is about the organization of work. Improving QWL involves changing the 

way work is organized .  Therefore , any enquiry regarding QWL action requires some 

prior examination of the factors which determine the characteristics of typical 

work organizations -- such characteristics as division of labour ; role differentia

tion; hierarchy of authority; communications in restricted channels . The main 

actors in a work situation in this system with their special interests and rela

tionships constitute a political system through which QWL action must be realized . 

In the economic view , following Adam Smith ,  the division of labour and the 

differentiation of roles in work organizations occur in the expectation of better 

efficiency . The division of an overall task into simple tasks of small compass 

facilitates the standardization of j obs , facilitates supervision and control , 

reduces training costs , minimizes skill requirements and increases an employer ' s  
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bargaining power in the labour market (Rueschmayer , 1977) . While the true social 

function of the division of labour may well lie deeper in the nature of society 

(Durkheim, 1902) , the expected economic advantage of differentiation is a direct 

incentive to its use in designing work organizations . Once differentiated , these 

many different roles and tasks must then be co-ordinated in the service of the 

organization '·s main . tasks and goals; this need calls in to being a hierarchy of 

authority and communication for centralized control . Thus, in the classical work 

system, the obj ective is economic efficiency and the administrative device is 

bureaucracy . 

The economic advantages of better efficiency through differentiation accrue 

mainly to the owners, employers and managers of the organization . This relatively 

small group of people also have the power to determine the structure of the work 

organization -- power legitimately held (in the Weberian sense) within a bureaucra

tic hierarchy . Acting by the logic of their power and self-interest , employers and 

their managers have progressively simplified and fragmented the roles (j obs) of 

their employees. Employees , by exercising a countervailing power (e . g .  Trade Unions) ,  

have identified their own self-..interest mainly with claiming a share in the economic 

advantages of efficiency . The more fundamental questions of the organization of 

work have not been an important issue in collective bargaining between employees and 

employers . 

Let us now consider , within this briefly sketched system of work relations , 

how a QWL-inspired change will affect the main actors . In the first place , manage

ment feels it has the right and obligation to take the lead in designing and imple

menting changes; yet, confronted with the unfamiliar terms of reference of QWL, 

a manager might well feel very uncertain as to how to go about it . The conventional 

rules and principles o f  "scientific management" are of little help . 

Secondly , innovative changes in work systems , such as the re-design of j obs 

and work group autonomy , alter the distribution of knowledge , communication , control , 
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authority -- and therefore of power -- within an organization . i . e . They alter 

the bureaucratic structure . This is seen by managers as a threat , although of 

uncertain proportions . The power structure in the management elite depends to 

a large extent upon the way that skills , knowledge and authority are deployed 

throughout the organization . Employees , on the other hand , are not threatened 

by the change and can even benefit somewhat in terms of increased power . However ,  

conditioned by more than half a century o f  Taylorism, many employees will see the 

change as more of a threat than an opportunity , and many will regard it with 

suspicion or indifference . Union at titudes to QWL changes therefore range from 

suspicious opposition, through cautious approval to active participation , depending 

on the degree of confidence the officials and members feel about the outcomes of 

re-distributing these correlates_ of power . 

Thirdly , the economic advantages of these innovative changes are usually modest 

and difficult to predict ; they are , accordingly , only a modest incentive to both 

management and employees . E conomic risks , however ,  are also involved; the violation 

ufTaylorist principles threatens inefficiency and confusion -- particularly in the 

short run .  The risks bear most heavily upon the niiddle manager , who is directly 

accountable for operating performance . (This threat is largely unfounded , as 

QWL p rinciples proclaim. Therefore , the perceived risk will be lower in proportion 

to the manager ' s  knowledge and understanding of the implementation and outcomes of 

QWL ideas). 

This analysis predicts that a p roposal for QWL-inspired change will be met 

by management with a reluctance , born of 

a) uncertainty about the ways and means ("How do I actually do it ?") 

b )  fear of loss of power , authority , control status , etc . ("What will 

become of us managers?") 

c)  fear of economic risks ("I 'll be accountable!") .  
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Set against these disincentives is the prospect of improved efficiency through 

better use of human resources (motivation , reduced turnover and absenteeism, etc. ) .  

The manager ' s  personal values may also favour QWL. 

The same proposal will be met by employees with a skepticism born of their 

lack of confidence in management , and in their own ability to play any influent ial 

part . ("What are they up to,  now?") . This skepticism will be tempered with 

approval to the extent that the employees and their representatives understand the 

ways , means and outcomes of QWL ideas . Such understanding is pre-requisite to 

appreciating the incentives of a more socially- and psychologically-rewarding 

work experience. 

Some management reluctance can be averted by providing sound information 

regarding the ways , means and outcomes (a task for researchers) and by underwriting 

economic risks (company policy and if necessary , government support) . However , this 

deals with only part of the problem; the fact remains that the organizational status 

quo is the creature of management , entrenched in the beliefs of managerial ideology 

and identified by managers with their status and power social as well as organi-

z ational . Within the political system outlined above , it is among the employees 

themselves , knowledgeable and organized, that the necessary countervailing power 

has to be mustered . 

Thus , for resolute initiatives on QWL to be taken , concerted action is needed . 

It is up to employers to initiate policies in support of QWL . It is up to managers 

to get the program going. Ari.d, because managers can be expected to have some 

reluctance , it is up to the unions (and other employee associations) to push for 

change. 

Government , in the above analysis , has remained on the periphery of the 

"political system" for QWL . The main initiatives are required of employers and 

employees. However , these-initiatives are most likely to be taken in a supportive 

social ambience , and government can do much to give form and expression to public 
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sentiment and opinion on QWL . It is up to government ,  therefore , to establish a 

climate of positive and co-operative interest in improving QWL; this includes 

disseminating ideas and information , and providing financial incentives where 

needed . 

Underlying the whole of this diagnosis of the"QWL situation is a pressing 

need for information . Management action is inhibited by the operating manager ' s  

not knowing enough about the how, when an d  why o f  QWL . Union action is inhibited 

by similar uncertainties , and by their members apparently distrusting management 

proposals to improve the quality of their working lives . The important role of 

research is to fill this need for information; to provide the main actors , partic

ularly management and unions , with facts and theories that enable them to make 

practical j udgments and plans , to devise programs for change , to consult and bargain 

with one another , and to relate to outside experts . 

In the remainder of this article , the role of research is analyzed in more 

detail , and the nature and direction of existing research is reviewed and discussed . 

Conclusions about QWL progress and suggestions for future action are developed from 

an evaluation of the research in the context of the forces at work in the political 

system j ust discussed .  

3.0 THE ROLE OF RESEARCH IN QWL 

There are three different levels at which QWL research can fulfil the 

"applied" research role outlined above . 

First , there is the level of observing and assimilating facts in work 

settings; this involves analyzing and generalizing the observations into theories 

and principles which administrators and engineers can use in re-designing work 

systems , and which can help employees and unions in identifying factors that are 

imp ortant to them. Second,  there is the level of concep t and theory which builds 

on the above facts and ideas . This involves experimenting with new approaches and 
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generating a range of new concepts and theories which could help managers and 

employees to set new targets and plan truly innovative programs in work system 

design .  Both of these levels involve units ranging from the individual employee 

and job ,  through groups and departments , up to the enterprise itself -- i . e .  

micro-analysis. 

The third level af which research is needed is that of predicting and 

explaining outcomes of QWL which affect society at large � i . e .  macro-analysis.  

nwork plays such an important part in the life of individuals and of society that 

changing the nature of work implies nothing less than a culture change . "  (Klein, 

1975:  70) . Not only is it useful to know the probable social effects of QWL action, 

but also,  as Klein points out , progress of the QWL "movement" depends on a favorable 

social climate. Progress can be profoundly affected by , for instance , an economic 

slowdown. 

Most of the QWL-relevant research that has been published in recent years 

falls into the micro-analysis category . An overview of the main streams of this 

research is the subject of the next section. The question of the much-neglected 

macro-level is taken up in section 6.2 • 

4 . 0  .AN OVERVIEW OF RECENT RESEARCH 

The QWL banner has brought together a number of disciplines (industrial 

psychology and sociology , organizational behaviour , ergonomics , etc . ) and a number 

of already existing streams of research . The nature and direction of this research 

is reviewed and discussed below under the headings of j ob enrichment , j ob character-

istics , socio-technical systems , work structuring and action research . These 

several strands of research have proceeded more or less independently and are all 

active at the present time . Comparison of their methods and results, and consider

ation of their contributions within the political system of QWL action are important 

themes of this discussion . 



4 . 1  Job Enrichment 

- 8 -

The confrontation between the psychological needs of workers and the demands 

and constraints of the Taylorist work place has provided the focus for a substantial 

body of research, mainly by industrial psychologists, in the past fifty years . 

Taylor ' s  position on "s cientific management" was that economic efficiency in work 

systems_ requires a division of labour and authority based on purely technical 

rationality; management ' s  role is to decide, plan and prepare the work; the workman ' s  

role is to carry out instructions to the letter without question (Taylor, 1911) 0 

The Human Relations movement reacted against this cavalier treatment of the psycho

social aspects of the workplace . The investigations at Western Electric' s Hawthorne 

Works, for instance, demonstrated the existence of social processes within the 

work force that could and did affect productivity (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939) . 

Modifications to Taylor ' s  doctrine were proposed, based mainly on the notion that 

human needs to "belong" to a social group, and to experience a sense of "self-worth" 

are pre-requisite to motivation and task performance . 

During the 19401s and 19SO ' s, developments in need theory occurred as an 

explanation of purposive human behaviour (Maslow, 1954) . The concept of need 

satisfaction was applied to the motivation to work . Herzberg and his co-workers 

produced the concepts of "hygiene factors" and "motivators" .  The innovation in 

this approach is . that the work itself is considered a primary source of need

satisfaction and therefore of motivation . 

Job enrichment means increasing the opportunities in the j ob for the employee 

to experience achievement, recognition, advancement, responsib ility, psychological 

growth and enj oyment of the work itself . Herzberg offers the j ob enrichment 

approach in answer to the very urgent plea of employers: "How do I motivate my 

employees�" (Herzberg, 1968) . He offers it in a period of post-war industrial 

expansion , when technological proliferation and labour scarcity are severely 

s training the scientific management assump tions that a small management cadre can 
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handle all the know-how, decision and planning , and that a large , undifferentiated 

pool of cheap labour is always available. Job enrichment pres cribes that low-level 

decisions and short-range planning be turned over to operatives ; it requires the 

development of human resources through employee training , promotion , j ob rotation 

and other motivating devices . Thus , j ob enrichment can be said - as Ortsman (1978) 

puts it - not to have challenged Taylorism, but to have "completed" it . As conceived 

by Herzberg , j ob enrichment is management-directed , j ob-centred and performance

oriented.  Far from upsetting the Taylorist paradigm, j ob enrichment enhances it. 

The unit of analysis in j ob enrichment is the individual j ob ,  and the interest

ing research variables are those at tributes of the j ob that provoke employee responses. 

The responses may be att itudinal (as in j ob satisfaction , morale , alienation) or 

behavioural (as in turnover , absenteeism, performance) . A very fruitful line of 

research has grolm: around the j ob attribute variables, associated with the term 

"j ob characteristics" (Turner & Lawrence , 1965; Hackman & Lawler , 1971) . 

4 . 2  Job Characteristics 

Hackman and Oldham (1975) have developed a s.et of questionnaire instruments 

for meauring job characteristics and employee responses , based on the theory that 

employee motivation is created by certain specific j ob dimens ions. The Job Diagnos

tic Surv:ey (JDS) , as the set is called,  is intended for measuring , in a working 

organization , (a) the current s tat� of j obs , motivation and readiness for j ob 

enrichment , as an indicator of specific areas for j ob re-design; and subsequently , 

(b) the same set of variables after j ob re-de.sign or other developmental interven

tion , for evaluative purposes . 

The j ob dimensions around which the JDS is constructed are derived from the 

"Requisite Task Attributes "  of Turner and Lawrence (1965) . These authors arrived 

at a set of six attributes of industrial work which they considered , based on 

published data and a priori argument , to represent the key characteristics of 
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interes t  to industrial workers . In a field study of 470 workers in 47 j obs , they 

dis covered a high degree of convergence among the attributes , and significant 

correlation wi th positive work behaviour . Hack.man and Lawler (1971) subsequently 

developed these variables as "j ob characteris tics " in a model which incorporates 

individual differences as moderating variables. This model is the basis on which 

the JDS has been constructed. 

The measurement of j ob characteristics in the JDS is performed through the 

perceptions of employees and supervisors , and the observations of outsiders; a 

respectable degree of convergence among the three was obtained in experimental 

s tudies . Thus , the JDS offers a valuable means of assessing a working system , in 

terms of a valid and acceptable theory of j ob design and motivation . It is capable 

of showing , for ins tance , that many of the employees feel that their j obs lack 

"autonomy" and "variety" : 

II 

II 

the j ob gives me (very lttle) personal ' say ' about how and when the 

work is done . "  

the j ob requires me to do the same routine things over and over again . " 

(Agree) .  

It can show , furthermore , that these perceptions are accompanied in most cases 

by sentiments of dissatisfaction and even alienation: 

e . g . , " • • •  Generally speaking,  I am very satisfied with this j ob . "  (Disagree) 

II 

II 

I feel a very high degree of personal responsibility • • •  " (Disagree) 

Most  of the things I have to do in this j ob seem useless and trivial . "  

(Agree) . 

Alternative ways of generating the same kind of information exist ,  which use 

different items and s cales , but stem from the same theoretical bases; e . g . , Sims , 

S zilagyi and Keller (1976). 
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The psychometric and theoretical bases of this work are carefully worked out 

and tes ted ; the findings have a better claim to scientific validity than the Human 

Relations and j ob enrichment work referred to above , and are withstanding critical 

scrutiny within the organizational behaviour field . (e . g . Pierce & Dunham , 1978). 

They can be applied to large numbers of employees in different j obs ; the data can 

be sullllllarized easily an d  can give a good indication o f  where need for improvement 

lies . Nevertheless, the primary intention of these instruments is ·for diagnosing 

trouble spot s ; they are not intended as a guide for work system design.  The means 

are convenient and the results concise , but they do not offer much practical guidance 

to the designer who would correct the weaknesses in his system. 

There is little evidence so far that "j ob characteristics" have claimed the 

attention of practicing indus trial engineers and ergonomists . The strength of the 

model is in its theoretical consistency and its generality . The bridge between the 

general model and the diverse realities of work system design has yet to be built . 

If it is a shortcoming, from the standpoint of practical design action , that 

the above psychometric approach to j ob re-design separates theory from action , then 

perhaps a bet ter approach lies in "action research," . If it is another shortcoming 

that the above approach is essentially "technocratic" (Ortsman , 1978) -- a derivative 

of Taylorism , enlightened by Human Relations theory -- then perhaps a more employee

centresI,. "participative" approach would be preferred . If it is yet another short

coming that-it implies·a•mechanistic set of relation.s-among tasks and people , 

neglecting the interactive , adaptive processes in the system , then perhaps more use 

should be made of open systems theory in work design .  Each o f  these criticisms 

has been levelled at the task-attribute theories at one time or another (e . g . , Ortsman , 

1978). An alternative approach to the j ob design problem which aligns itself with 

this critique is the Socio-Technical Systems approach . 
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4.3 Socio-technical Systems and Work System Design 

Three essential views underlie the socio-technical systems way of looking at 

the problems of work organizations : (1) a psycho-analytical view of the psycho

social forces acting on and among individuals in the work relationship (M. Klein , 

1959; Bion, 1961); analytically , this group-dynamic viewpoint leads to an emphasis 

on the small work group rather than the individual and his j ob .  (2) a conviction 

that the technical aspect of the work situation is equally important to and co-de

pendent with the interpersonal or social aspect; rather than subordinating one to 

the other as in the scientific management or human relations ways of thinking , the 

social and technical aspects should be jointly optimized . (3) a view of the work 

unit or enterprise as an "open system", i . e . , having a throughput process , in 

adaptive transaction with its environment. 

The above features determine the unique nature of the socio-technical 

systems approach to organizational analysis and design . As the concepts were 

being developed , in the empirical context of the well-known coal-mining studies 

(Trist & Bamforth , 1951), the partly autonomous work group emerged as the signifi

cant unit with regard to both task relations and interpersonal relations . The 

degree of autonomy (i . e . , self-control) , for instance , is not maximized , but 

optimized with regard to the technological requirements (Susman , 1976: 2 88) . The 

interpersonal dynamics of the group , also , are largely determined by the work role 

relations , of task performance and task interdependence . Thus , it is important to 

recognize that this approach is not simply an adding together of scientific 

management and human relations ideas . The social and technical aspects are inter

active and inter-penetrating components of the same whole system. The development 

goal is a j oint optimization -- not a trade-off. 

This holistic conception presents difficulties for analysis . The system concept 

does not admit relational types of analysis; no two elements of a system can be con

sidered in terms of their "immanent attributes" , but only in their "system connexions" 

(Angyal , 1941) . 
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From a practical research standpoint the total array of variables and inter-

actions, actual and potential, in even a simple work organization unit is more than 

a quantitative researcher can manage analytically in the present state of the art. 

Quantitative approaches arbitrarily restrict the number of variables considered at 

any one time. By sacrificing some rigor of measurement the socio-technical systems 

approach is able to take fuller account of the whole system relying mqre on rules of 

thumb and expert judgment. The considerable contribution of the socio-technical 

systems approach has been through the detailed observation of actual work systems 

and the interpretation of these in terms of a conceptual framework -- leading to the 

diagnosis of problems and prescription of remedial changes. It is well suited to 

action research as discussed below. 

The socio-technical system approach to job design makes.use of a set of six 

npsychological criteria" which are compatible with the basic principles just mentioned 

and which also reflect rather closely the task attributes of the middle range models 

of Herzberg, Hackman and others. The criteria have been elaborated as experience has 

accumulate�increasing their number, specificity and practicality (L. Klein, 1975; 

Emery and Thorsrud, 1969; 
II 

Ruhl� 1973). For example the requirement that a job 

"provide .a minimum of variety" has been extended as follows: 

"Optimum variety of tasks within the job. Too much variety can be inefficient 

for training and production as well as frustrating for the worker. However, 

too little can be conduc ive to boredom or fatigue. The optimum level would 

be that which allows the operator to take a rest from a high level of 

attention or effort in a demanding activity while working at another and, 

conversely, which allows him to stretch himself and his capacities after a 

period of routine activity." (L. Klein, 1975: 37) 

Thus, while the socio-technical systems approach differs from the job-centered 

approaches in being more action-oriented and employee-centered and less technocratic 

and quantitative, it does not appear to lead toward radically different ends. Its 
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stress on the work group and on participation in design are distinguishing features; 

but the main difference lies in the method. Its strength is in its practical 

interventionist thrust. Its weakness, at the present stage of development, is a 

rather abstract conceptual framework which requires expert handling and makes it 

difficult to generalize experience at the practical level. That is, each organi-

zational problem tends to become a special case requiring expert attention. 

Of course, experts in socio-technical systems analysis are not very widely 

available and practical attempts to improve work systems and re-design jobs proceed 

in many cases without much expert help. As we shall see in the next section, many 

such projects are undertaken using principles drawn from job enrichment and from 

socio-technical systems theory without careful attention to the underlying theory 

or to systematic methods. 

4.4 Work Structuring 

The emphasis above has been on research based in the social sciences 

particularly in industrial psychology, sociology and organizational behaviour. 

While the main initiatives have come from that qu�rter, the industrial engineering· 

profession and its related disciplines have also become increasingly responsive to 

the need to take accotmt of psychological and social variables. The response is 

particu�arly visible in West Germany where the term "Arbeitsstrukturierung'' is 

central to concern for the "humanization of the work world". Gaugler, Kolb & Ling, 

(1976) in a review of the literature are able to cite an impressive number and 

variety of theoretical views and empirical observations on the application of motiva-

tional and behavioural principles through job enlargement, job enrichment, job rota-

tion, autonomous work groups, etc. Incorporation of these principles into the 

engineering design of work systems is in itself an important contribution to QWL. 
11 

However, there appears to have been little conceptual development and Ruhl (1973) 

notes a tendency to over-generalize and simplify. (Gaugler, et al. 1976). 
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Philips' Gloeilampenfabrieken (reference, no date) have experimented with work 

structuring since the early 1960's. In 1963 a systematic program was undertaken 

at Eindhoven to re-think the structure of work conditions, ·job content and 

departmental structure. While the results are reported to be favourable, Philips' 

own assessment wonders whether it would not have been better to have had a better 

documented, co-ordinated program than to have permitted so much local initiabive. 

The split begins to show between two schools of thought. On one hand, a systematic 

centrally controlled program with thorough records and scientific evaluation. On 

the other hand, a participative approach using local initiatives guided by "facilita

tors" with a minimum of measurement and objective evaluation. 

Wilkinson (1970) reporting on a survey of European "experiments in motivation" 

laments the dearth of hard-evidence; he observes a "curious lack of interest in moni

toring these experiments". Subsequently, several reviews have been published of 

work-structuring and job design projects in the U .  S., Great Britain and elsewhere. 

(U. S. Department of Health Education and Welfare, 1972; Birchall & Wild, 1973; 

Cummings & Molloy, 1977). Invariably the studies conclude that while the results are 

generally favourable, they should be interpreted wlth caution and show little evidence 

of thorough experimental investigation. 

Despite the apparent lack of scientific rigor in this work, its importance in 

the overall development of the quality of work life should not be underestimated. 

We have already seen that the theoretical models of individual growth needs, job 

characteristics, organic work groups, etc. need a bridge to link them to work system 

realities. The practitioners of work structuring, primed as they are with job enrich

ment and work group ideas, could be the bridge-head. 

4 . 5  Notes of Action Research 

At the international symposium on QWL sponsored by the Ergonomics Society, Bjork 

(1977 ) pointed out that while new design principles are emerging from a diversity of 

experience "the difficulty is that these new principles almost always describe 
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certain good states or solutions but very seldom how to reach these end states". 

The results are interesting but they lack the objective quality of scientific data. 

On the other hand, much of the research in organizational behavour can be criticized 

for over-emphasizing method and data. The one explains everything but too vaguely; 

the other explains too little although very well. Action Research aims� to reconcile 

these problems -- to achieve realism with rigor. 

The "research" part of action-research emphasizes the systematic collection 

and analysis of facts in the course of an experiment. Thus, scientific method can be 

applied, all stages of the change are documented and general rules and guidelines can 

be extracted. The "action" part emphasizes practical involvement in changing a 

"real" situation as distinct from a hypothetical simulated or "laboratory" situation. 

In action-research the full range of systems variables is under consideration. 

Furthermore, the action and research aspects enhance one another. As Ortsman (1978) 

puts it: 

"Action-research refuses the distinction between theory and application. 

The researcher has to get involved in action to resolve a practical prob

lem, because only in this way can he add to the theory. Theory and action 

reflect on one another; for, while action leads to theory, reflection 

1 
on the action leads to refinement of the change approach. " 

Of course, _it can be argued that the pursuit of data in an action context 

will interfere with the change process without producing sufficient rigor to be 

worthwhile. This is problematic; action-research is not an easy solution. 

Nevertheless, it does offer a combination of rigor and realism that is particularly 

appropriate to the problems of work system design. 

Action-research proposals, by adopting improvement of the system under study 

as a key objective, can be more acceptable to client-organizations than "purer" 

kinds of research proposals. This has important inplications for the "politics of 

research". Action-research projects can more easily attract the support -- moral, 

collaborative and financial -- of the enterprises they wish to study. On the 
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other hand, they can be regarded in academic circles as confused and lacking in 

rigor -- therefore undeserving of funds and the attention of serious scholars . 

According to Seashore (1976), these latter disincentives have unfairly hampered 

the development of action-research. Researchers who may feel tempted to use 

action-research as a way to attract funds while excusing themselves from rigorous 

design, should note the prodigious amount of effort and skill that has been put 

into the successful classic cases. The researcher may be faced with a bewildering 

array of variables and interactions. Close involvement with the client organiza

tion leads to frequent crises and compromises requiring understanding, patience 

and tact (Thorsrud, 1976; Ortsman, 1978). 

In short, action-research in the hands of competent practitioners who know 

its demands and its limitations is a powerful vehicle for social-scientific 

development . It complements, rather than supplants, those more conventional 

methodologies which aim at higher levels of abstraction and generality. It 

requires different skills and has different political connotations. 

4 . 6 Summary 

The several streams of research and experience in which the QWL "movement" 

has its roots include the following: a technocratic, job-centred stream; a 

holistic, group-centred stream; and a practical, industrial-engineering stream. 

There is reason to expect that the action-research approach will help bring these 

streams together. In the next part of this article, problems which stand in the 

way of QWL progress, and new trends in theory and practice, will be discussed as a 

prelude to suggesting future research directions . 
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5. 0 PROBLEMS AND . TRENDS IN . RESEARCH 

5 . 1  Progress and Problems 

As the foregoing overview indicates, the QWL "movement" has roots in two 

streams of social science research: The "job characteristics" approach contri

butes increasing analytic and predictive power, particularly at the level of 

perception and response of the individual employee and of the individual job. 

There is much continuing research activity in this field, largely in the U. S .  

and Canada, aimed at applied theory construction and methods of measurement. 

The second contributory stream, the socio-techrtical·systems approach, is 

heavily imbued with elements of holism, participation and adaptation . Its great 

contribution lies in its deep engagement in actual change projects, lending a 

guiding theme and method to the change process. Successful projects in all parts 

of the world, aptly described by the researcher•change agents, are a source of 

inspiration and information. 

5 . 1. 1  Problems of Methodology 

The latter approach, however, tends to veer ·away from analytical measure

ment as being contentious and unreliable . It is therefore hard to generalize 

from the lessons learned, each case being unique. The client has to rely heavily 

on (and·believe in) the informed and inspired expert change agent. The former 

approach, aiming at this very generality and reliability in its analytical measure

ment, stops at a level of abstraction short of the kind of operational terms that 

practitioners can readily use . 

Small wonder that practical design efforts, such as were briefly discussed 

above under ";ork .. structuring", tend to make only desultory use of the social 

science theory available . In neither case is the form of assistance offered 

attractive to the main protagonists, identified earlier: middle managers, 

engineers and trade union officials . For the quite different reasons indicated, 

each approach is difficult to relate·. to . 
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Action-research appears to accept the need for analytic measurement at the 

same time as the need for engagement of the researcher in the total change process .  

It is to be hoped that , as this mode of research gains momentum, the two streams 

will be brought together . Meanwhile , to advance this convergence , specific 

research should be aimed at linking the terms of j ob characteristics more closely 

with the terms of real work system design . In other words , the social science 

models ought to be expressed in terms with which engineers , managers and trade 

unionis ts can work. 

It is fair to say that , while progress is being made in improving the quality 

of working life , or in developing work systems that have better psycho-social out- . 

comes , the p rogress is slow and hesitant . The discrepancies in the applied research 

noted above are partly to blame , but there are two other important factors : 

managerial ideology , and technological determinism. 

5 . 1.2 Managerial ideology is a term used by Bendix (1956 : 2n) to include "all 

ideas which are espoused by or for those who exercise authority in economic 

enterprises , and which seek to explain and j ustify that authority" . Under this 

ideology , managers see their role as deploying and controlling the resources of 

the enterprise to obtain an economic advantage ; they do not see themselves as 

respons:j.ble for the employees as persons (as under the feudal concept of "noblesse 

oblige") .  Taylorism , Human Relations and j ob enrichment can be regarded as a 

linear development within this managerial ideology . The aims , methods and rationale 

are · congruent with management ' s  perception of its role in industrial society. The 

employees themselves are the ''substrate" whose favol!able response is an expected 

pay-off.  This essential conservatism can have two serious disadvantages in the 

context of humanizing the work world : 

1) it elicits a suspicious response from the non-managerial stratum of 

employees (those of whose work life the quality is to be improved ! ) ; trade union 
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leaders tend to react with cautious skepticism at best. 

2) it constrains the scientific development of the movement within tradi

tional paradigms of management practice; e.g. , industrial engineering design, as 

described and criticised by Saric (1978; see below). Managers define the problems 

and implement the solutions; social scientists working within this framework may 

be hampered in the free application of their science; Blackler and Brown (1975) 

see this as leading to the eventual discredit and abandoment of job enrichment 

and "job design". 

The problems of the managerial ideology and QWL present a challenge and, 

perhaps, a very serious obstacle to action and research; ideological conflicts 

may have to be dealt with for a successful .outcome in QWL terms. Saric' s approa:ch 

to the problem is a radical and ·interesting one, which offers to confront the 

ideology directly and alter it. This is discussed in more detail below (5.2.3). 

5. 1�3 The "technological imperative" -- that the technical nature of the work 

is given, and that human activity must adapt to it -- is also a widely accepted 

belief. Clearly, once a heavy investment in fixed mechanical equipment has been 

made it is difficult to justify changing it to suit the people who have to operate 

it. Thus, for instance, the technical realities of long-wall coal mining were 

taken a& given, and the idea of "organizational choice" was conceived to show 

that the technical task could be d�ne by organizing in different ways. (Trist, 

et al. 1963). The technology itself was not seriously challenged. 

· Even within highly mechanized manufacturing systems, however, the technical 

factors must have some "give"; Philips' (q.v.) noted that, in their work structuring 

experiences, the technology proved to be not so immutable as people are inclined 

to think. A description of some electronic assembly operations (Meadows, 1976) 

shows how, for example, the assembly of printed circuit boards can indeed be 

taken off the moving belt although it must still be done by a linear series of 

operators. 
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In general, technology is certainly.present as a constraint on the choice 

of organizational alternatives. A greater degree of technological choice may 

be possible if technical alternatives are actively sought and evaluated, using 

psycho-social criteria, before investing in equipment and systems. The more 

flexible technologies of, for example, data processing, clerical work, personal 

services, are worth exploring in this regard. 

As technology advances, and mechanized work operations shift more and more 

into the automatic, cybernetic and continuous process sector (Touraine, 1962), 

this question of technical determinism changes -- probably in the direction of 

increased technological choice. 

5.2 New Trends in Theory and.Application 

Three innovative ideas are briefly discussed below, each exemplifying an 

attempt to break through the constraints and obstacles discussed above. 

5.2.1 Enid Mumford and co-workers have developed an action-research strategy, 

based on socio-technical principles and formulated as a practical method for 

work design. The method emphasizes: 

a) the consideration of human social factors as well as technical factors 

at the technical design stage. 

b) the participation of "shop-floor" operatives in the design of the system. 

c) a systematic series of steps for the guidance of the design team through 

diagnosis, design, monitoring and evaluation. 

The method ("ETHICS") is aimed primarily at the introduction of computer 

systems in clerical operations; it proposes that the inherent flexibility of data 

processing systems technology allows a considerable degree of "technological 

choice" in the design phase (Mumford. & Weir,1979). However, its elements are 

psycho-social, and do not include any technical terms; the latter must be supplied 

by the technical experts. 
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5 . 2.2 The Norwegian Federation of Labour (LO) and the Norwegian Employers ' 

Federation (NAF) have made a collective agreement (1975 , 1978) by which computer-

based �ystems"are evaluated , not only from technical and economic angles , but . ' . . � 

also from s ocial angles , so that all the aspects are taken into account in the 

development ,  introduction and use of such systems . "  

It is up to management to keep employees informed , "clearly and in a language 

easily understandable to those without specialist knowledge in the area conce:rned11 , 

of all matters having to do with computer-based systems used for work or personal 

data . It is up to the local union to make sure that social aspects are being 

considered ; if they are not , it is a breach of the agreement and grounds for a 

dispute . 

This access to information makes it feasible for trade unions to appoint 

and train their own experts to study changes in technology and to monitor and 

take part in systems design proj ects . In fact , LO has appointed specialist staff 

responsible for computer systems , and has published training textbooks on the 

8ubject (Lucas , et al . , 1980) . 

5 . 2 . 3  Ivan Saric (197 8 ,  1979) has made a theoretical statement in the j ournal 

"Ergonomics" of a novel concept of adaptive production systems . Saric (1978) takes 

the position that the machine-centred paradigm for designing man-machine production 

systems , dominated by the indus trial engineer,  must give way to a people-centred 

paradigm in which the industrial engineer ' s  role is very different . The tradi-

tional design approach is for an indus trial engineer to pre-design a technical 

solution to the production problem, and then to implement the design , at which point 

the human operators are fitted to it . This static design produces the desired 

result , but if the goals change it has to be re-designed by the engineer . Saric ' s  

alternative is to s tart with a "nucleus" of human operators charged with the 

responsibility of applying the organization ' s  resources to production needs . This 
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nucleus, being "active and intentional", -utilizes the machine system and the 

organizational resources as "conditions for production". The production system 

becomes a temporary stage in the process of the nucleus adapting to its environment. 

That is, as production goals change, the nucleus will tend to modify its own 

production system to suit. Saric finds evidence of this paradigm at work in the 

Saab-Scania experience: the off-line assembly of engines by autonomous work 

groups adapts better to changes in production quotas, etc.; the so-called 

91improvement groups" fulfil a continuous adaptive f\mction; the role of the 

industrial engineer shifts from sole-designer to resource-expert and co-ordinator 

of nuclei (Saric, 1979) . 

5 . 3 Summary 

The research so far has done a lot to identify and specify important psycho

social factors in work, and valuable experience has been gained in techniques for 

intervention and change in organizations. Comparing these attainments to the role 

prescribed for applied research earlier in this article (3. 0), however, we find 

that the information and models provided are not :l,.n terms practical enough for the 

main actors in the QWL political arena to relate to easily (i.e., managers, employees, 

unions). Also, there are inherent value systems and beliefs that seriously inhibit 

co-oper�tive and constructive action by these parties (viz., "the managerial 

ideology"; "the technological imperative"). 

Meanwhile, innovative thrusts continue to appear. For instance, the three 

ideas cited (Mumford; Norwegian LO/NAF; Sari�) typify new developments which tend 

to counteract both the managerial ideology -- with participation by employees in 

planning and decision making -- and the technological imperative -- with a counter

vailing psycho-social imperative. 

This analysis gives some indications of where the more innnediate needs and 

opportunities for applied research lie. 
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6 . 0  SUGGESTED'FUTURE RESEARCH 

A maj or obj ective of future research should be to bridge the gap , referred to 

above , between the social s cience based theories and the practical problems 

faced by managers , engineers ,  system des_igners , union officials and employees 

in general who wish to improve the QWL in the situations they are responsible for . 

The obs tacles presented by managerial ideology and technology may be 

reduced if managers and technicians are involved in the research (e.g. , by 

91action research" s trategies) ;  and if the research findings are in terms that 

managers and technicians can work with. 

The impact of changes at the j ob and work group levels on changes at the 

societal and cultural levels , should also be examined. 

Some possibilities for useful research at these micro- and macro-levels 

are briefly outlined , below. 

6.1 Micro-level 

Field research s tudies at the micro-level should aim to identify task and 

administrative features of actual work systems which are familiar to managers and 

technicians , and which are also related to the perceived task characteristics and 

job satisfaction variables already current in the social science literature. 

'fh:e basic model is expressed schematically in Figure 1 .  That part o f  the 

model bounded by a dotted line has already been operationalized to an extent in 

the research discussed above. More work is needed on the design variables on the 

left · hand side ( " task and administrative features") , relating them to the criterion 

variables of work system attitudes and behaviour on the right. 

----FIGURE. 1----
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The problem is to identify key characteristics of work systems that technically-

oriented designers can relate to desired employee attitudes and behaviour . For 

instance , in designing a computerized clerical system there are usually several 

possible alternative configurations pf the technical system. The systems design 

experts, and other design participants can make good decisions regarding behavioral 

outcomes, only if they have some reliable criteria to guide them. 

The "task and administrative features" (TAF) refer to (1) the distribution 

of control, (over obj ectives, work flow, rewards, etc . )  

:(2) interpersonal patterns within groups, (of status, skill-differences, 

authority , supervision, etc . ) 

(3)  obj ective task characteristics (learning time, cycle time, mechanization, 

routineness, scope of duties, etc . ) .  

The TAF operational terms need t o  be worked out in detail in collaboration with 

engineers, operators and administrators, to develop measures which are not only 

statistically and conceptually sound, but also interpretable into practical work 
. 

terms . 

The measurement of perceived j ob characteristics and group characteristics 

is described in the literature. (e. g . , Hackman & Oldham 1975;  Meadows, 1980a) . 

The measurement of these variables will help to validate the TAF constructs and 

to mediate the relation between the latter, the individual differences and the 

outcome variables (behaviour, attitudes, satisfaction, performance) . 

The measurement of individual differences which mediate personal responses 

·to work system characteristics is not a well-developed methodology . However, 

some potentially useful instruments and approaches can be suggested (Hackman & 

Oldham, 1975 ;  Steers & Braunstein, 1976 ; Meadows, 1980b ; Eysenck & Eysenck, 1969) . 

Similarly with the response variables, there is an extensive literature on 

the measurement of j ob attitudes and satisfaction (e . g .  Bunz , Jansen & Schacht , 

197 3 ;  Smith, Kendall & Hulin, 1969) . 
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The essential research method is to .ob tain quantitative data in the field 

regarding individual j obs and employees , using questionnaires ,  interviews and 

direct observations , from several sources if possible (supervisors , researchers 

and employees themselves) . Some data are obtainable from employer' s  records 

(attendance , performance) . In the final analysis , correlational techniques can 

be used to test the hypotheses of association between , for instance , T.AF terms 

and the outcome variables . 

6.2 Macro-level 

The interaction of macro-social phenomena with micro-level changes deserves 

more research attention than it has hitherto received . (Hernes , 1978 ;  Moore , 1963� 71) . 

The relationship between the two levels is illustrated in the following argument :  

I t  has been an observed characteristic o f  macro-social process in recent 

times that income distribution has not followed changes in education distribution 

as closely as expected (e . g . , Wright , 1978) . This can be explained in the following 

way : Jobs differ widely in the responsibility , authority and skills they are per

ceived to involve . Pay rates differ in proportion. to this perceived responsibility , 

etc.  Individuals from certain groups , such as women , blacks and working class are 

selected into low responsibility j obs ; this practice is supported .by customs , tra

ditions ?Jld widely-held societal values and beliefs .  

That is , women , blacks arid wo�kers will tend to have lower incomes than men , 

whites and managers because they tend to be given j obs lower in the s cale of respon

sibility , etc.  Education cannot alter this tendency because education in itself 

cannot alter sex , race or class . 

The wide range of clearly differentiated levels of responsibility , authority 

and skills involved in most j obs is the controlling factor . This differentiation 

has developed throughout the mechanical-industrial era, not only between management 

and labour j obs , but also within the labour sector (Dubois , 197 8) . However , current 
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innovations in "humanization" and ,  particularly , in autonomous work groups are 

reversing this trend (at the micro-level) ; this tends not only to narrow the 

range of  differences in responsibility , etc . , but also to blur the perceived 

differences themselves .  This new structuring of the differences will affect the 

probability o f  a woman , black or "worker" entering a j ob appropriate to her or 

his education level .  

Thus , i t  c an  b e  argued that micro-level changes such as :inhere in j ob 

enrichment , autonomous work groups , humanization of work , etc . , could have 

important effects at the macro-level . on the distribution of income-levels , the 

demand for education, the correlation between education and income , and so on . 

In the same way, it is conceivable that changes at the work group and orga� 

nization levels could have an impact on other socio-economic issues -- equal pay 

for women , discrimination by race , class or sex in employment ,  trade union struc-

ture , and other issues in an employment relationship which has evolved under Tayloris t 

management principles . 

Beyond the above issues o f  reform within a liberal , capitalist tradition , 

there looms a more radical critique of work in relation to man and society .  The 

perspective of  a man ' s  craf t ,  with its connotations of  "savoir faire" , cultural 

expression and social solidarity , eroding away through the industrial age into 

"anomiei' ,  promotes a view o f  work system re-design as an instrument of social and 

political action . J .  Grand ' Maison - puts this radical question as follows : 

"What place is assigned to human work in the construction of today ' s  and 

tomorrow ' s  society? Quite a different ques tion from that of  the humanization of 

a work whose technical , adminis trative and political co-ordinates are determined 

by powers , possessions and wisdom which impose themselves on the activity of work 

2 
and on the worker himself . "  (Grand1Maison , 1975 : 113). 
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Considerations of advanced social goals may well lead the innovation of 

work sys tem designs , and may suggest new design paradigms (e . g . , Saric , 197 8) . 

We do not want to design tomorrow' s  work systems to suit yesterday ' s  society . Nor 

should we , however ,  delay the progress of humanization and QWL to wait for radical 

changes that may be a long time coming.  There is  still plenty of room within the 

liberal tradition for the humanization of work and the extending of  democratic 

principles . 

7 . 0  CONCLUSION 

The main themes and conclusions of  this article can be sunnnarized in terms 

of  the "politics" of QWL , the . achievements .and .shortcomings .of .QWL-related research , 

and some indications for the future . 

The "political" system surrounding QWL is such that the determined efforts of 

both middle management ( for doing it) and the unions (for urging it) are needed . 

The research has progressed in three principal streams . The psychometric 

approach has yielded quantitative measures and models . The socio-technical 

systems
_ 
app roach offers systematic intervention methods . Work-structuring is 

an engineering approach , practical but with little theory or system s o  far . 

Despite the cons iderable progress made in QWL-related research , it falls 

short of the needs of the political system identified above in certain ways . 

the psychometric approach is too abstract for managements and unions to 

translate readily into action . Its technocratic basis is a political liability . 

the socio-technical approach tends to be too dependent on the "outside 

expert" ;  it is seen as elitist .  

the work-structuring approach lacks conceptual scope and system; it tends 

to be dominated by management . 
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These shortcomings call for new research activity that will provide : 

a) more specific guidance for management and unions on the specific charac-

teristics of work sys tems that enhance the work experience ; development 

of  operational terms that managers and unionists can readily understand and 

use . 

b)  more direct involvement of management and union in research programs . 

Development of  participative , action-research methods . 

c) more sys tematic monitoring and reporting of research progress and outcomes . 

In addition , there is a need to examine the relation of these micro-level models 

of work sys tem change , in predictive or explanatory ways , to macro-level issues such 

as incomes and education policy , discrimination in employment and trade union . 

structure . 

7 . 1  Reconnnended Action 

Researchers who have some competence in both so cial science- and engineering-

related fields should develop models and measures that link the psycho-social 

variables already demonstrated with practical te:i;ms that managers and engineers 

can employ in des igning work sys tems . Avoid the constraining ideological principles 

of Taylorism -- such as the "individual j ob" and "performance -- achievement" . 

Consider group structure and process , and long-term sys tem welfare . Ultimately , a 

practical the·ory of work sys tem design is the goal . 

Managers who see opportunities for work re-structuring , etc. , should ensure 

that a systematic research approach is taken -- i . e . , obj ective observation and 

reporting of events ,  decisions and results -- in order to help with overall theory 

cons truction . 

Managers and trade union officials should j ointly cultivate an atmosphere of 

participation around QWL programs , to obtain substantive input from all parties 

involved .  This includes educating some parties to a point where they can contribute 

usefully . 
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Researchers should develop and publish general process techniques for 

facilitating the above systematic and participative methods . Consultants tend to 

conceal their proprietary knowledge and techniques ; however , publication is needed 

to dispel the aura of mystery and elitism • .An explicit .methodology for change at 

the micro-level is necessary . 

Government ,  corporate and academic agencies interested in QWL should ensure 

that "action research" and applied research receive the support and approbation they 

need t o  attract competent researchers , who might otherwise feel constrained to 

pursue "purer" kinds of research for reasons of career , scholarly pres tige , etc. 

Ui.is includes funding , and also academic recognition , opportunity to publish , etc . 

Government should see that the above thrusts are not hampered by lack of resources 

i . e . , by finance , knowledge or , information . Ui.is applies specifically to 

a) management ' s  willingness to take on the risks of a QWL program 

b )  unions ' ability t o  participate confidently in QWL analysis and decision

making. 

c) researchers ' willingness  to engage in applied and action research aspect s .  

Unless  there i s  a determined effort by all parties concerned , progress with 

QWL will continue to be p iece-meal and sporadic ; the expectations of an increasingly 

aware population will continue to outstrip their opportunities , and alienation from 

work will grow apace . 

Louis Schaw has defined work as the making of "shared histories" that bind men 

together in the web of exis tence . Ui.e ancient concept of work as central , philoso

phically and operationally , to human existence is regaining currency in this second 

half o f  the twentieth century . If we can believe that "man ' s  truly relevant forms of 

work are yet to be invented" (Schaw , 1965 : 7 ) , then we can be sure this effort is j ust 

a beginnin g .  



FOOTNOTES 

1 .  Author ' s  translation ; Ortsman (1978) p .  229 . 
"L' action-recherche refuse (la) dis tinction entre la th�orie et son 
application . Le chercheur doit s ' engager dans l ' action pour rssoudre une 
probl�me pratique , car c ' est en cela seulement qu ' il peut aj outer � la 
theorie . Theorie et action se renvoient l ' un a l ' autre , car si l ' action 

p permet la theorie , la reflexion sur l ' action permettra d ' affiner la aemarche 
de changement . "  

2 .  Author ' s  translation ; Grand ' Maison (1975) p .  113 . 
" • • •  quelle p lace accorde-t-on au travail humain dans la cons truction 
de la soci�te d ' auj ourd ' hui et de demain? Une question bien differente de 
celle de l ' humanisation d ' un travail dont les coordonnees techniques ,  administra
tives et politiques sont d�termin�es par des pouvo irs , des avoirs et des 
savoirs qui s ' imposent a l ' exercice du travail et au travailleur lui 'm�me. 11 
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