EMPLOYEE PARTICIPATION AND

ORGANIZATIONAL PERFORMANCE

Participation: A Common Sense Idea Whose Time Has Come

Organizations which achieve their performance goals usually have two things in common. One, employees take ownership of their jobs. Two, employees can measure and influence their individual success as well as the success of their work units. Both are the obvious result of employee participation in planning and evaluating organizational performance. Those organizations have established the link between participation and high performance.

The only ideas that count are '91" ideas. There is no second place. That means we have to get everybody in the organization involved. If you do that right the best ideas will rise to the top.

-- Jack Welsh, CEO of General Electric

... the most important job for government leaders at every level is to unlock the unused creativity and brain power of the men and women in the federal workforce

--Vice President A1 Gore

These quotations illustrate that employee participation has been one of the key ideas responsible in the 1990's for turning American corporations into globally competitive businesses and now for reinventing government at all levels.

The focus on participation has meant a fundamental shift in what and how managers manage. For many, if not most, managing participation has become a key leadership challenge, and one that government managers must accept and achieve results around. The purpose of this bulletin is to provide government managers with information, tips, and resources for using employee participation as a tool in achieving organizational results.

Participation has worked for organizations (and will continue to work) because:

· first of all, it made sense in terms of what we know about human behavior;

· second, everyone in the organization was given the opportunity to develop the skills required for participating in planning and evaluating, as well as being recognized and rewarded for doing so 

effectively; and

· third, managers were trained and held accountable for managing in a way that made

· real participation possible.

Participation at the work unit level can take many forms and degrees of involvement, for example:

· jointly developing performance objectives with supervisors;

· developing a work unit's tactical business plan;

· estimating resources for meeting performance targets; and

· evaluating the effectiveness of work procedures and making recommendations for

· improvement.

With the Government Performance and Results Act and other initiatives requiring agencies to set performance targets and meet them, there is a great need to achieve quality and innovation through those who actually do the work. Fortunately, a number of lessons have been learned from past efforts at making employee participation work.

The Seven Truths of Effective Employee Participation

Any manager who wants to encourage greater employee participation should keep in mind the following:

1. Managers themselves, products of a traditional bureaucracy, may resist the idea of participation. That's understandable, but not practical. It's important for a manager to assess his or her true feelings about giving more input and control to employees. Equally important, organizations should support managers in this transition in any way possible and reasonable, including recognizing and rewarding those who do an exceptional job at it.

Key Questions: Are my attitudes getting in the way of what I need to do as a manager around employee participation? Can I afford to let that happen?

One-minute Start-up: List the reasons why you like to have input into planning, carrying out, and evaluating your work. Do you think those reasons would be equally important to your employees?

2. Participation is not just a set of activities or processes-it's also an attitude shaped by individual managers . Participation will be effective if it goes beyond the opportunity to have input or create new processes, etc. Something needs to happen as a result of their participation: ideas are acted upon, expectations are negotiated, involvement is recognized and rewarded. Employees are willing to make the change, stretch themselves, and take risks if it is clear the organization values that kind of behavior -- and they will not bother if it does not!! Individual managers have the power to create environments where participation pays off for employees - even within a seemingly indifferent organization. Research shows it does not take ambitious award programs or big bonuses. It's the small, consistent actions of managers in reinforcing the value of the outcomes of employee participation that counts.

Key Questions: Does the environment of my work unit encourage employee participation? What is under my control that I can change to improve that?

One-minute Start-up: Put a reminder in plain view on your desk to praise an employee's good suggestion or other kinds of participation. Make an effort to do that at least once a day. It's the start of building a participation culture.

3. Everyone needs skills to participate: managers and their employees . We have seen in emerging democracies across the globe that just because people are free to participate in their governance does not mean they will be able to do so immediately. It takes education, practice, and reinforcement. And so it will for organizations who move to greater employee participation as a means for improving organizational performance. This is certainly the case for federal government agencies. Many employees have at least had some Total Quality Management (TQM) training which focused on the key skills of communication, analysis, creative thinking, data interpretation, and conflict management. For managers, skills are much the same. Without that skill foundation, participation can be a frustrating experience for all concerned. Again, organizational support is key -- investments must be made in developing participation skills. And beyond skill development: managers must ensure that their employees have the opportunity to apply new skills on the job and that they receive recognition when succeeding in using them effectively.

Key Questions: Do I feel comfortable facilitating employee participation in my unit? If not, is it because I do not have the skills or comfort level with those skills? If so, how do I change that?

One-minute Start-up: Identify your weakest skill in this area and list two resources available to help build that skill. If you cannot identify the resources, call your training and development office for assistance.

4. Participation is information driven . If employees are expected to make quality inputs into planning, working, and evaluating, they will need good information to start with. Many organizations (inside and outside government) are not good at sharing this resource for a variety of reasons. But managers need to get beyond that and routinely put relevant information into the hands of employees and help them see why it is important. And more than that, expect them to use it to do their jobs more effectively.

Key Questions: What information should my employees have in order to participate fully in planning, working, and evaluating? Do they have it and do they use it?

One-minute Start-up: Make a list of the kinds of information your employees routinely have access to and use. Is there something else they should really have?

5. Participation takes time up front to save time later. For many managers, the important thing is to get things moving, and produce results. If and when problems emerge, they can be dealt with. Involving employees in planning and strategizing requires an up-front investment of time --and patience -- on the manager's part. Research has shown that the extra time is a good investment in terms of employee understanding and ownership of a project and in terms of eliminating problems. Managers need to resist the urge to act at the expense of planning.

Key Questions: Is my natural inclination to scope out an assignment myself and get staff started on it? Do I resent the time it takes to have employees participate in planning and decision making? If so, how can I change my attitude?

One-minute Start-up: Estimate how much time employees spent in re-work, missed deadlines, etc. in the last month. Would employee input into planning have eliminated those problems and your headaches?

6. Participation must be an expectation not an option. Employees should know what their managers expect of them. If participation is one of those expectations, then it should be communicated, evaluated, documented, and rewarded -- and reflected in performance standards. Feedback on participation should be as important as other performance factors.

Key Questions: Do I have reasonable expectations for my employees on how they should participate? How would I communicate and evaluate those expectations? How would I reward exceeding those expectations?

One-minute Start-up: Estimate what percent of your employees currently, for example, consider participation in planning as a job responsibility.

7. Managing employee participation is 20% theory and 80% intuition. A manager can read all the books and do what each recommends, but in the end, success requires using intuition and experience to help a work group participate in ways which are useful to the organization and themselves personally. The more experience managers and employees have with participation, the better it will work. It is important to remember that it will not always work smoothly. Every miscue creates an opportunity to learn and do it better next time.

Key Questions: Am I comfortable with trying new ways to have employees participate? What is my reaction if it does not get the result I would like? Do I analyze past experience to find better ways of doing things? Who do I call on when I need help or resources?

One-minute Start-up: Thinking about your current team of employees, list their potential Ahot buttons@ when it comes to participating. Later, create a strategy for avoiding or helping them deal with those issues as you lead them towards increased participation.

Participation Works: A Case Study

In practice, participation can take many forms but achieve the same goal: using employee input into planning, measuring, and monitoring work as a means for increasing ownership and accountability. The Retirement and Insurance Service's Office of Retirement Programs, part of the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), has successfully piloted an empowered work team. The results are increases in productivity and quality above those of more traditionally organized work units.

The team is in a customer service organization that determines eligibility for civil service retirement, continued eligibility insurance benefits, and the correct amounts for retirement annuities. The team members developed a work plan that took into account the members' experience levels, caseload balances, and other work situations. It also factored in direct linkages to the Office of Retirement Program's annual performance management plan. The mutually developed plan increases accountability for individual work as well as contributing to weekly team goals.

Team members have created a database to track case errors, and produces a bimonthly report on monetary and procedural errors by the team and individuals. Team members have received technical, administrative, and interpersonal skills training. Two key challenges for the team have been to develop the skills and the trust to work as an empowered team. The team is lead by a supervisor with extensive training in group process, total quality tools, and performance communications skills. For more information about this team, contact Mary Volz at 202-606-4942. (Excerpted from "Workforce Performance," Vol. 4, No. 5, OPM, June 1997)

Resource Areas

There is a broad range of information and support available to managers with an interest in using employee participation as a productivity tool.

Government Publications

1. Workforce Performance Newsletter, U.S. Office of Personnel Management. Published quarterly. Call 202-606-2720 for information on how to receive this publication.

2. "Getting Results Through Learning," is a concise presentation of learning techniques that managers can use to enhance employees to participate more effectively in planning, monitoring, and evaluating their work. Available from most agency training and development offices or on the Human Resource Development Council web page (http://www.amsc.belvoir.army.mil/hrdc/homepage.htm).

3. "The Blair House  Papers," outlines the blueprint for government reform. Excellent information for managers and employees alike who are trying to understand the changing environment. Available through the Government Printing Office.

Books. Any major bookstore has a management or business section with a wide range of how-to books related to employee participation, empowerment, communication, motivation, strategic management, etc. An example is Bringing Out the Best in People by Aubrey Daniels. Some are on tape for easy use while commuting. Many agency training and development offices have collections of these books which are available to managers.

Web Sites. There any number of websites where information is available. This includes one for the Society for Human Resources Management (http://www.shrm.org). It has a library of articles on related topics which can be downloaded.

Agency Training and Development Offices. Agency training and development offices can provide information, training, coaching, and consulting on enhancing employee participation; many agency quality offices can provide support and resources, as well.

Back to Contents

http://www.financenet.gov/financenet/fed/cfo/gpra/gpraempl.htm
10/20/98

