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Abstract

This article critically examines the application of lean working methods at HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC), a UK civil service department.  Drawing on detailed qualitative and quantitative research, we consider how such changes impact on the meaning and experience of work.  The findings highlight how the use of detailed time and motion studies, visual management controls and a tightening of the porosity of labour have resulted in the degradation of work.  The UK coalition government aims to roll out lean across the public services to supposedly increase efficiencies, but this research demonstrates the negative implications lean has on working lives.
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Introduction
The meaning of work is of central concern to social scientists interested in work and employment.  Paid employment is typically pivotal to our lives and can provide opportunities for self-expression and personal development.  In this respect, work is often a defining feature of ourselves (Noon and Blyton, 2007: 50); yet people’s feelings about their working lives are often ambivalent, consisting of a sense of achievement and value, along with frustration and disappointment.  The meaning of work incorporates extrinsic elements, namely, pay and reward, along with intrinsic factors, such as, job satisfaction, security and stability, dignity, discretion, creativity and influence at work (Fox, 1980; Hodson, 2001; Green, 2006; Baldry et al., 2007).
These central issues of the meaning, value and dignity of work have been considered and debated by several key social theorists.  In a series of recent books based on a macro analysis of work in contemporary capitalism, Sennett (1998, 2003,2006) argues that there has been a transition from secure, structured and meaningful work.  The brave new world of work is marked by uncertainty and insecurity, which highlights the corrosive nature of capitalism (Sennett, 1998).  This sense of loss through the fragmentation of the certainties of the past has resulted in the erosion of dignity and respect for labour (Sennett 2003).  Hence, the culture of the new capitalism is centred upon short-termism and low-trust, combined with increasing demands and pressures (Sennett, 2006).  The harsh realities of life in modern capitalism are succinctly captured in the Weight of the World by Bourdieu (1999).  The denial of a dignified and meaningful life are echoed in the voices of workers who express their disaffection with modern management methods, which have resulted in the degradation of work and mass unemployment.  The magnum opus The New Spirit of Capitalism by Boltanski and Chiapello (2006) details how substantial changes in capitalism since the 1960s have transformed career structures as employees increasingly face short-term contracts with enhanced casualization, the projectification of work, and outsourcing.
Writing during the development of industrialism, Marx (1976) argues that workers became a mere factor of production due to the economic imperatives of profit maximisation, efficiency gains and cost reductions.  To this end, management sought increasing control over the labour process through the simplification and rationalisation of work, often at the cost of employee degradation and dehumanisation.  These themes were later taken up by Braverman (1974) in asserting that the increasing use of Taylorist principles of time and motion studies and task fragmentation deskilled workers.  As jobs are intentionally designed to maximise output, rather than satisfy human needs, work lacks intrinsic content and meaning.
Adopting a labour process frame of analysis, this article is based on detailed multi-method research into the introduction and application of lean working methods at HM Revenue and Customs.  Developed by Toyota in Japan, lean is of interest as proponents claim that it creates more challenging work (Womack et al., 1990: 14), offering more employee involvement and job satisfaction which is both anti-hierarchical and pro-democratic (Womack and Jones, 2003: 268).  Whilst lean is most commonly associated with the manufacturing sector, in particular auto plants, Womack and Jones (2003) argue that lean principles can be applied with equal success to the service sector.  Given that a central tenet of lean is the supposed elimination of muda – the Japanese term for waste -  and enhancement of efficiencies, the adoption of lean is perceived as especially relevant given the current fiscal climate of public sector reform (Radnor and Boaden, 2008).  Hence, the recent growing popularity in the uptake of lean as certain practitioners and researchers optimistically embrace its potential to improve the delivery and efficiency of public services. 
This research will critically examine the impact of lean on the experience and the meaning of work, with specific focus on job control, creativity and dignity.  The following section frames the study by weaving together diverse literatures on the degradation of work, public sector reorganisation, dignity at work and debates over the impact of lean on working lives.  The research methods are then detailed.  The findings consider working life before and after the implementation of lean at HMRC, with specific reference to visual management and job satisfaction.  Finally, the conclusion illuminates the contribution to debates on lean production and the meaning of work, particularly in the context of the current political and economic climate and the import of ‘cutting edge’ management methods to the public services.
The Degradation of Work

The emergence of large-scale industrial organisations towards the end of the nineteenth century was intertwined with the development of systematic management, with the explicit aims of maximising efficiencies and profitability (Nyland, 1987).  Taylor was the first management theorist to emphasise control over production, with the fragmentation and standardisation of work (Wood, 1982).  Under scientific management workers now followed precise and simple instructions, as work was planned and re-designed by management.  However, Thompson and McHugh (2009: ch. 3) remind us that it was the use of time and motion studies of work measurement that was genuinely original.  Braverman (1974) maintains that this separation of conception from execution, along with enhanced managerial control, results in deskilling and the routinisation of work, thus removing worker autonomy, creativity and discretion.  While Taylor focussed on factory production, Braverman (1974: chs. 1 and 11) asserts that the principles of scientific management are easier to apply to white-collar work given the continuous flow of documentation, which can be segmented, rationalised and standardised.  Hence, this results in the degradation of work, with repetitive and simplified tasks which offer little intrinsic satisfaction and meaning.  Indeed, Fox (1980) convincingly demonstrates that the design and organisation of work is inextricably related to orientations and meanings attributed to paid employment.  As Taylorist forms of work organisation created ‘white collar’ factories (ibid: 151) with low-trust relations, this generated discontent and dissatisfaction, rather than humane and fulfilling work.  
Whilst Braverman’s claims that scientific management was the control method of the twentieth century were overstated, key elements were extended and remain relevant in contemporary workplaces (Thompson and McHugh, 2009: ch. 3).  There have been numerous empirical studies into work and organisations that indicate rising workplace pressures, stronger management controls and heightened job insecurity, all of which have a deleterious impact on the meaning of work in people’s lives.  In a detailed study investigating employment change in the UK, Beynon et al. (2002) uncover significant shifts in the experiences and expectations of work.  This involved work intensification, with many employees working harder and longer primarily due to the demands of delivering efficiency gains.  Indeed, they report that there was more focus in the public sector on reducing costs and achieving performance targets, than in the private sector.  Their study reveals that some employees had increased work responsibilities, as opposed to being deskilled, but this resulted in mounting pressures on productivity, together with downsizing and the hiring of temporary staff.  This shift towards short-term cost cutting, particularly in public sector organisations, has had a negative effect on organisational sustainability and stability.
Further evidence of increasing demands on workers has been provided by McGovern et al. (2007) in examining the changing context of the UK economy.  The prime causal factors were organisational restructuring, together with increasing employee flexibility, multi-skilling and multi-tasking.  However, workers often felt powerless due to market insecurity, downsizing and the fear of redundancies.  In contrast to the claims of the end of the ‘job for life’ (see Sennett, 1998, 2006), they found little statistical evidence of this, and, along with Fevre (2007), argue that this is exaggerated, as long-term employment security remains.  Yet, Conley (2008) and Smith (2012) counter such claims, contending that detailed qualitative research captures the realities, experiences and concerns of workers.  Regarding job quality, McGovern et al. (2007: ch. 8) report a polarised picture, with those in routine and repetitive jobs, unsurprisingly, having less autonomy and satisfaction at work, as social class remains of central relevance.
In a research monograph that explicitly focuses on the meaning of work, Baldry et al. (2007) explore the experiences of call centre and software workers in Scotland.  They uncover work intensification and a squeezing of the porosity of labour due to management demands and the requirement of employee flexibility in meeting ‘business needs’.  Whilst many workers sought meaning and fulfilment from work, they typically experienced monotony, insecurity and heightened management discipline; opting instead to look towards their families and leisure activities for satisfaction.  The issue of long-hours cultures is assessed by Bunting (2004) who documents the negative impacts that this has on families and relationships, in calling for the humanisation of the workplace.  
In bringing together these key themes concerning work in modern capitalism, Thompson (2003, 2010) argues that employers are increasingly failing to maintain their side of the effort bargain.  The decentralisation of operations and fears over job security have resulted in a weakening of reciprocal and meaningful attachments to work.  Indeed, Heery and Salmon (2000), in offering the ‘insecurity thesis’, acknowledge notable changes with the decline of secure jobs covering middle managers and public sector employees, together with growing pressures and fears of job losses.  Similar issues are addressed by Green (2001, 2006, 2009) whose detailed statistical analyses convincingly demonstrate that there has been both an intensification and extensification of work, which is particularly pronounced in the public sector.  Some of the key contributing factors are management control mechanisms and competitive pressures.  Whilst Green (2006) notes that there has been a general increase in skill levels, there have also been growing pressures and demands.  In offering an antidote for more meaningful and fulfilling work, he proposes less management intervention and more self-determination from below.
The combination of these general trends have had largely negative consequences on the meaning and value attained from work.  The following section focuses on the public sector and civil service, more specifically, to examine the drivers of change and the impact on working lives.
The Re-organisation of Work in the Public Sector

For over three decades, successive UK governments have made concerted attempts to ‘reform’ and ‘modernise’ the public sector.  This has involved the commercialisation and privatisation of services, under what has commonly been termed New Public Management (Horton, 1996).  The political and economic forces of change are based on the assumption that the application of private sector management techniques will enhance organisational efficiency, effectiveness and productivity.  Pollitt (1993) argues that these changes are ideological and fail to account for the unique public service ethos.  Public sector departments have been subjected to the introduction of new working practices (Christensen, 2006) and imposed organisational culture change, which has seen an increase in neo-Taylorist forms of management control.

Critical empirical studies of organisational change in the public sector have found evidence of Tayloristic practices and managerial surveillance, in what Fox (1980) terms ‘white collar’ factories.  Baldry et al. (1998) found that modern open-plan offices were characterised by an intensification of work, lean staffing and ‘team Taylorism’ with managerial obsession of productivity targets.  The mundane and routine nature of such work is emblematic of low-trust relations, which have deleterious effects on staff morale and job satisfaction.  In research into the privatisation of a UK public utility service, British Gas, Ellis and Taylor (2006) examined the transition from relatively rewarding and secure jobs, where staff completed standardised tasks, but retained job control and responsible autonomy.  Under privatisation, the imperatives of profit maximisation and cost reduction saw the introduction of call centres with task fragmentation and work intensification.  The curtailing of rest breaks, increasing electronic surveillance and imposition of targets resulted in the degradation of work.   

Regarding the civil service more specifically, Fairbrother (1994) examined restructuring in what was previously the Inland Revenue.  The introduction of Agency Status segmented the civil service and commodified labour, with reduced staffing levels, strict budgets and increasing workplace pressures.  Indeed, agencification resulted in the decentralisation of a national and unified civil service (Horton, 1996), and several scholars have investigated the impact of these and subsequent changes.  Foster and Hoggett (1999) examined employment change at the Benefits Agency, with the appointment of their first Chief Executive and adoption of human resource management.  This new regime focused on ‘getting more with less’, with the delayering of managers, increasing pressures and employee burn-out.   Similar issues were also uncovered by Fisher (2004, 2007), with the requirement to make year on year efficiency gains through the rationalisation of work and development of call centre operations at ‘The Agency’.  This resulted in the centralisation of core functions and decomposition of the labour process, with the fragmentation of whole case working (ibid: 2004).  However, managerial attempts to impose a private sector call centre model were restricted due to trade union opposition and the difficulty of rationalising complex work.  Yet, this did create a two-tier workforce, and Fisher (2007) warns that the simplification and standardisation of work could lead to future outsourcings and privatisations.  Indeed, such dramatic transformations did take place at National Savings and Investments after the Public-Private Partnership (PPP) of the organisation (Smith, 2012).  This was the largest outsourcing of civil service work, which resulted in mass redundancies and the imposition of a multi-tier workforce, as the private sector ‘partner’ attempted to make a profit out of the contract.  Hence, further fragmentation with the insourcing, outsourcing and offshoring of work saw the end of what were once considered safe and secure ‘jobs for life’. 

In Search of Dignity and Meaning at Work

Central to many of the issues discussed thus far is the concept of dignity.  Indeed, there is growing academic and practitioner interest in dignity both in and at work (Bolton, 2007a).  The pioneering work of Hodson (2001) examines how workers develop strategies to maintain dignity and meaning.  Hodson (2001, 2002) views dignity in terms of worker autonomy and self-reliance, and explores this concept, rather curiously, through a quantitative re-analysis of over 100 ethnographic studies of work.  By developing employee skills and offering autonomy, effective management can enhance dignity and the quality of working life.  Yet, there are challenges to the preservation of dignity, and Hodson (2001) identifies the following barriers: mismanagement and abuse, over-work, limits to autonomy and the contradictions of employee involvement strategies, which can restrict effective worker participation.
Dignity at work is multifaceted, and Bolton (2007b) asserts that it incorporates value, worth and responsible autonomy, as it can be used to challenge workplace inequalities.  In setting out a moral and philosophical argument, Sayer (2007) seeks to broaden the agenda beyond bullying and harassment to encompass respect, trust and recognition, where staff have both a voice and influence at work.  Yet, there are constant struggles over the achievement of dignity and meaning at work.  Both Hodson (2001) and Sayer (2007) acknowledge the instrumentality of organisations and managers in seeking to optimise productivity and efficiency.  Hence, such issues are contested and can involve resistance, together with the formation of significant social bonds.
The role of human agency, in terms of workplace camaraderie and solidarity can be used to defend dignity (Hodson, 2001).  Occupational communities are formed within work organisations based on shared norms and values (Salaman, 1986).  These bonds are social and cultural, and as they develop workers seek both meaning and identity from these groupings.  New members are socialised into occupational communities, and it is often these friendships and support networks that are the most important aspects of working life, which can span beyond the workplace (see Westwood, 1984).  The cultivation of social interactions to allay the tedium, monotony and boredom of work were uncovered by Roy (1960) in ‘banana time’, where the warehouse workers created informal breaks to establish coping strategies and meaning at work.
The concept of dignity at work is highly relevant to debates over lean production methods and their impact on the quality of working life.  Indeed, Hodson (2002) argues that all forms of worker participation that offer improved work-life experiences can enhance skills, autonomy and satisfaction.  However, self-monitoring teams and increasing workplace demands can be barriers to the achievement of dignity.
Lean Production: Meaning and Dignity or Degradation?

Lean production is often portrayed as progressive, moving beyond Taylorist and Fordist methods of production by offering employees more participatory and meaningful work.  Womack et al. (1990) claim that lean is a superior way of organising work that is mutually beneficial to everyone in the organisation.  Lean is based on kaikaku, the radical redesign of work processes to eliminate waste and inefficiency, whilst simultaneously continually improving quality and productivity.  This involves employees working smarter not harder, in multi-skilled semi-autonomous teams in order to achieve excellence in quality through kaizen meetings.  The use of the kanban system improves stock flows, as materials arrive just in time, thereby reducing costs and boosting production efficiencies.  Furthermore, visual controls are essential so that productivity is transparent and clearly understood by all in an instant (Womack and Jones, 2003).  Whilst there are only fleeting references from proponents to the impact of lean on working lives, they boldly claim that job rotation and skill enhancement will create a more inclusive work environment (Womack et al. 1990; Womack and Jones, 2003).  In this respect, the concept of dignity at work is highly relevant to debates over lean production methods and their impact on both the meaning and quality of working life. 

Although ostensibly lean seems to offer improved working practices, empirical studies investigating the lived experience of lean production in auto manufacturing reveal constant pressure and heightened subordination (Danford, 1999).  Whilst there is not one homogenous version of lean production, Yates et al. (2001) argue that far from lean being a break from Taylorism, there are in fact many parallels, in terms of demanding and monotonous work.  Indeed, Graham (1993), in an ethnographic study of lean working in a Japanese transplant, also uncovered Taylorised work studies where tasks were timed to one-tenth of a second, resulting in work speed up and very restricted autonomy.  More recently, Stewart et al. (2009) assert that lean stretches workers to their limits, with relentless pressure on productivity gains and cost reductions, rather than offering any form of industrial democracy.  
While historically lean has predominated in manufacturing, its supporters now claim that the principles can be successfully transferred to service sector environments (Womack and Jones, 2003; Radnor and Boaden, 2008).  HMRC was one of the first civil service departments in the UK to implement lean.  The changes driving lean implementation can be understood by recourse to the broader socio-economic context, which includes public sector efficiency savings of £20 billion with the reduction of 80, 000 jobs, as identified by the Gershon Report (2004).  At HMRC there are to be 25, 000 job losses by 2011 through the centralisation of operating sites and a 30% increase in productivity under the Pacesetter Programme involving the introduction of lean working methods, which are intended to increase efficiency and staff involvement (Radnor and Bucci, 2007).  An initial study evaluating the impact of the early stages of the programme by AtoZ Business Consultancy claims that the redesign of service delivery operations at HMRC has indeed eliminated waste and variability, whilst increasing flexibility (Radnor and Bucci, 2007).  Furthermore, quality improvement initiatives are both top-down and bottom-up, which facilitate clearer processes with daily team meetings.  They do acknowledge that the use of team targets to increase productivity has generated some concern amongst staff, but improved managerial communication will enhance understandings of performance indicators and the mutual benefits of improved efficiency.  Indeed, Radnor and Boaden (2008: 2) claim that HMRC is ‘the closest of any public service organisation to date in implementing the complete Lean philosophy’.  However, there is a notable lack of empirical research on lean and the white-collar labour process.  In an article in this journal, Nilsson (1996) examined the impact of lean techniques on white-collar workers in production environments, reporting that this was blurring the divisions between white and blue-collar workers in Swedish industry.  This raises questions over the impact of lean on the re-organisation of work in a UK civil service department.  Has lean delivered more satisfying, rewarding and meaningful work at HMRC?  Furthermore, how has this affected the value and dignity of work?  These are pertinent issues given the planned roll out of lean to other areas of the UK public sector.  
The Study
Detailed multi-method research was conducted at 6 HMRC processing sites where lean had been implemented, being: Cardiff, East Kilbride, Leicester, Lothians, Newcastle and Salford.  The aims were to examine the experiences and attitudes of staff to the introduction of lean, in terms of organisational change, job redesign and new management methods.  Research access was facilitated through national and group officials of the Public and Commercial Services (PCS) union, and consisted of 2 distinct stages.  During the first phase, 36 semi-structured interviews were conducted with trade union representatives, managers and employees across all 6 sites, lasting from between 1 to 3 hours in duration. This was complemented with analysis of relevant HMRC documentation, consultants’ reports and PCS union circulars.  All of the interviews were digitally recorded and fully transcribed, and data analysis aided the development of a detailed 11 page questionnaire.
In phase 2 the questionnaire was piloted and revised, then distributed to a random sample of 15% of the workforce at each of the sites.  In total 1650 questionnaires were issued, with an average response rate of 51%, being 840 completions.  Consisting of a varied format of questions, the questionnaire was designed to compare and contrast working life before and after the implementation of lean at HMRC.  Questions focused on employee influence over decision-making, attitudes to management, job discretion and control, the pace of work and job satisfaction.  The questionnaire data were entered into the SPSS software package and all of the qualitative comments were transcribed.  All of the participants and their places of work have been anonymised, and the quotes selected are from a range of HMRC sites to ensure representativeness.  Thus, a rich and detailed data set was captured.  Analysis of the qualitative data and questionnaire comments began with close reading and re-reading of the transcripts, with the division of data into specific categories.  A number of themes emerged that were relevant across all 6 workplaces, and for the purpose of this paper we have focused specifically on the fragmentation of work under lean, the use of visual management controls and the detrimental impact on job satisfaction.
Working Life Before Lean
Prior to the introduction of lean, working at HMRC was widely regarded as a relatively stable, safe and secure ‘job for life’; as with other civil service departments before the implementation of major change programmes (see Foster and Hoggett, 1999; Fisher, 2004; Smith, 2012).  There was a long-service culture with opportunities for career progression, and high levels of trade union density.  
Administrative grades completed standardised work, but retained elements of control, responsible autonomy and task discretion.  Under whole case working, staff were allocated a range of cases by line managers which they saw through from beginning to completion, thereby developing their skills and proficiencies; in keeping with other studies of the white-collar labour process (see Ellis and Taylor, 2006; Fisher, 2007).  Although there were no specific targets, managers had reasonable expectations of what was achievable, therefore, workers could plan their day ahead and set their own pace of work.  Managers were technical experts, often with years of departmental experience, who ensured that staff could complete a cross-section of duties through job rotation.  There were also extensive training programmes to enhance employee skills and personal development.  Several workers and managers stated that they enjoyed a variety of interesting work, which gave a sense of achievement in providing a good service to the public.  Flexi-time offered staff some control over their working hours, and was very popular with those who had work-life balance and caring responsibilities.  Workers could interact with colleagues and take informal breaks, hence, occupational communities were important (see Salaman, 1986), and these friendships often extended beyond the confines of the workplace.
Whilst we are not looking to romanticise the past, and this is not a simple before and after study, what emerged from the findings is the way in which employees negatively discussed working experiences under lean in contrast to previous arrangements.  These issues will be explored in detail in the proceeding sections in order to accurately gauge their impact on the transformation of work.

Working Life After Lean
When Customs and Excise and the Inland Revenue merged in 2005 to form HM Revenue and Customs, David Varney was appointed the first Chief Executive of this new government agency.  Varney was deliberately recruited from the private sector to drive forward organisational change; the same strategy of drafting in a non-career civil servant was used with the implementation of the PPP of National Savings (Smith, 2008).  The aims of applying lean to HMRC were to increase productivity and efficiency, under the mantra of ‘working smarter not harder’.  Thus, the rationalisation of operations would be combined with the centralisation of sites, the closure of smaller offices and significant job losses.
As there is not one generic model of lean, the principles can be applied in a variety of ways.  PA Consulting and McKinsey were brought into HMRC to advise on conceptual changes, and they were later followed by Unipart to analyse and redesign work.  Desk layouts were reconfigured into a horseshoe design, so that there is a sequenced and continuous flow of work which can be radically improved under kaikaku lean principles (see Womack and Jones, 2003).  This involved consultants sitting beside administrative staff and codifying how work tasks were completed, as one union representative noted, “it’s like, you ask me for my watch and then you tell me the time.”  Since the advent of Taylorism, management have sought to monopolise knowledge of the labour process through the separation of conception from execution, and Dohse et al. (1985) argue that this is intensified under lean through the notion of kaizen as managers strive to ‘mine the gold in workers’ heads’.  The previous system of whole case working was fragmented and simplified, as staff now only complete specific aspects of the process.
The consultants conducted detailed time and motion studies of workers in lean pilot teams.  However, across all sites staff felt that members of pilot teams were ‘cherry-picked’ and completed an unrepresentative mix of more straightforward work, resulting in inaccurate timings.  Furthermore, this was set against a particularly low baseline, hence, lean revealed impressive productivity increases.  During these work measurement studies, consultants used stopwatches to time specific work tasks which intimidated staff and was unrealistic as there was no social interaction, rest or comfort breaks.  Ethnographic studies of Taylorised factory assembly lines paint a similar picture of workers dreading jobs being timed and the resultant intensification of work (see Glucksmann, 2009).  Many workers were acutely aware that the use of time and motion studies and rearrangements of desks resembled factory assembly lines and that they were being deskilled.
Lean has made a mockery of a once proud workforce. Lean has de-skilled and de-motivated staff due to illogical processes imposed. Lip service is paid to staff engagement, but in reality no notice is taken of any suggestions made by staff.  Morale is at all time low, staff openly discuss exiting the civil service at the earliest opportunity. The bastardised form of time and motion has resulted in a service not fit for purpose. (Administrative Officer, Site E)
Lean was subsequently rolled out across HMRC processing sites, and staff now have to complete tasks in accordance with formal standard operating procedures.  Teams typically consist of one Team Leader, twelve administrative staff and one administrative assistant, with five separate team members working on differing aspects of a tax return.  Yet by following these strict pre-determined guidelines, workers are limited in their application of discretion and initiative, and there is no real ownership of work.  There has been a drastic rise in the pace, volume and intensity of work under lean.  The consultants prioritised easier cases in order to hit productivity targets, as workers complete monotonous and repetitive tasks which were described as “soul destroying”.  Many staff claim that consultants failed to understand the traditions, values and role of HMRC, thereby undermining the public service ethos.  This is aside from the consequences arising from applying a manufacturing system to a white-collar environment, and attempting to standardise complex and varied work. 
Visual Management and Control

Proponents state that visual management is an essential feature of lean, which ensures that production is transparent.  Womack and Jones (2003: 117) advocate the use of physical whiteboards displaying productivity targets and performance so that staff can instantly identify whether teams are performing successfully.  At HMRC, large whiteboards are located at the head of every team, detailing the hourly productivity statistics of each team member – although in certain offices this information is anonymised.  Based on detailed time and motion studies, targets are cascaded down to each team with individualised pre-set hourly production targets.  This creates relentless pressure on staff to perform to their maximum capacity, as they are now accountable for every minute of every working day.  There are hourly interventions by Team Leaders to collate productivity statistics, and one respondent referred to this as the ‘tyranny of the hourly count’.  Furthermore, there are daily team meetings at 10am, primarily focusing on productivity, which are usually punitive in nature as staff are under constant pressure to achieve very demanding targets.  Team members found such micro management to be degrading, as they are now unable to vary the rhythms of work or plan their day.  Similarly, Team Leaders are no longer able to manage and develop staff, as they are mere collators of statistics. 
However, across several sites, a limited number of managers who embraced lean were keen to encourage informal competition between teams.  The use of visual management in the form of whiteboards highlights team performance, and those individuals who are achieving optimum productivity.  This was divisive and created horizontal antagonism within teams, as those who were unable to achieve these stringent targets were being vilified by other team members.

Another feature of visual management is the use of kanban flags in certain offices, where team members wave a green flag to request more work, a blue flag for assistance and a red flag to indicate that they currently have sufficient work.  The kanban system has been transposed from the manufacturing environment, and the managerial aim is that staff remain productive and do not waste time by leaving their work stations.  However, many members of staff with years of experience state that this system is humiliating and patronising.  Furthermore, staff are now only allowed to have two personal items on their desks, and all other materials need to be ‘active’ in facilitating the completion of tasks.  The quote below highlights the situation of a manager enquiring about the ‘active’ status of a banana!

We had yellow and black tape [on the desk] and the consultants said I had to identify what I was surrounding.  So for anybody who was … well, brain dead, I suppose, I had to write that, this was indeed a keyboard, a pen, a computer…because it’s visual management. We had a situation where someone had a banana on their desk, and all of the items had to be active.  So the boss actually came along and said, “is that banana active or inactive?!” (Line Manager, Site E)

Indeed, there were other instances involving ‘inactive’ biscuits and mints, as one employee succinctly surmised, “a packet of polo mints, this is what it’s come to!”
Prior to the introduction of lean, the professional opinions and views of staff were valued.  Contrary to the claims of Radnor and Bucci (2007) that lean offers both top-down and bottom-up channels of communication, any criticism of lean is deliberately framed as ‘negative’.  Indeed, one employee was reprimanded for being ‘negative in a negative way, not negative in a positive way’; the ideological use of such terms hardly facilitates industrial democracy.
One of the main perks of working at HMRC is flexi-time, as many employees are women, often working part-time, with caring responsibilities.  However, flexi-time is seen as incompatible with lean and hourly production targets via whiteboards.  Certain managers were pressurising staff to work set hours, but this is in contravention of a nationally negotiated flexi-time agreement with the PCS union.  Furthermore, Radnor and Bucci (2007) propose the introduction of core hours in order that work schedules and meetings can be managed more proactively.  Hence, lean at HMRC is not a particularly flexible system, and consultants have an openly managerialist interpretation of workplace flexibility.
Lean, Job Satisfaction and Career Development
The meaning attained from work and levels of job satisfaction after the implementation of lean were covered in the questionnaire.  Themes included job content, employee influence and value, together with relations between shop-floor staff and managerial grades.  The results are revealed in table 1.  Regarding interesting job content under lean, 52% of respondents were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied.  Similarly, 64% expressed dissatisfaction with the sense of achievement now attained from work, and this figure rises to 76% in terms of personal worth and value.  Furthermore, over 80% were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with levels of influence over workplace decisions, and three-quarters were disgruntled about consultation from managers over changes.
Table 1 - Job Satisfaction 
	
	Very satisfied

(%)
	Satisfied

(%)
	Neither

(%)
	Dissatisfied

(%)
	Very dissatisfied

(%)

	Interesting job content


	2
	21
	25
	30
	22

	The sense of achievement I get from my work
	1
	15
	20
	34
	30

	Amount of influence over decisions that affect me
	<1
	5
	15
	42
	39

	Job security


	4
	30
	28
	25
	13

	The amount of respect I get from senior managers
	1
	17
	22
	29
	31

	The amount of respect I get from line managers
	6
	50
	24
	13
	8

	Working in teams


	5
	52
	28
	11
	4

	Participation in continuous improvement groups
	<1
	13
	42
	26
	18

	Consultation from managers about work changes
	<1
	7
	18
	35
	40

	Having a sense of personal worth and value
	<1
	8
	16
	34
	42


Regarding team working, 52% of respondents were satisfied, but over 40% expressed dissatisfaction with continuous improvement groups.  Furthermore, 86% of respondents were either very satisfied or satisfied with the respect they receive from line mangers, but this level falls to only 18% regarding respect from senior managers.  The quote below illustrates the sense of frustration regarding lean and the impact on job control and autonomy.  
In 1968 I began working as an AO [Administrative Officer] and I enjoyed the job. I could plan my week and did all aspects of the job. Now under Lean every day is the same - very monotonous. We have been de-skilled. I hope the Chief Executive enjoys his knighthood. Thanks to him my job has been trashed. (Administrative Officer, site D)
There is now less social interaction at work due to visual management controls.  Indeed, in certain offices there were no Christmas decorations and staff commented that they no longer exchanged cards.  This has had a deleterious impact on camaraderie, occupational communities and levels of job satisfaction.  
Related to the changing social environment are opinions about how career opportunities have altered at HMRC before and after lean, which are presented in table 2.
Table 2 – Career opportunities before and after Lean
	
	Before LEAN

 Yes

(%)
	After LEAN

 Yes

(%)

	A long-term job I would stay in
	71
	21

	A job I was looking to get out of
	4
	48

	HMRC offered good career opportunities
	25
	2

	HMRC had few career opportunities
	15
	40

	A job that I would be happy for my children to do
	15
	<1

	A job I would recommend to others
	33
	2


Again, there are stark contrasts with 71% of respondents viewing HMRC as a long-term job before lean, but this figure falls to 21% post-lean.  Whilst only one-quarter thought that HMRC used to offer good career opportunities, after lean this was a mere 2%.  Furthermore, only 2% would recommend working at HMRC to others, a decline from 33%.  The following quote expresses the sense of loss experienced by staff since the implementation of lean.
I used to be able to think for myself and prioritise my work like an adult. Now it is like being back at school - I am expected to sit at my desk, not talk, other than answering the telephone, and just do what I am given without question. I would rather my children worked in McDonald’s than working anywhere in HMRC. (Administrative Officer, site E)

Staff repeatedly expressed their concerns that the closure of local HMRC offices, combined with the fragmentation and simplification of work was a deliberate strategy to pave the way for outsourcing and privatisation.

Conclusions
This article has critically investigated the implementation of lean working methods to HMRC, with particular focus on the meaning and experience of work.  Proponents of lean argue that it is democratic and creates more challenging and multi-skilled roles (Womack and Jones, 2003; Radnor and Bucci, 2007).  Contrary to these claims, this research has highlighted significant negative implications of lean on working lives.  Prior to the introduction of lean, working at HMRC was a relatively rewarding and secure job.  There was whole case working, where staff had ownership of work and could exercise autonomy and task discretion.  The implementation of lean has involved the radical redesign of work processes.  Whilst Womack et al. (1990) claim that lean moves beyond Taylorism, at HMRC there has been the fragmentation of work with ‘classic’ time and motion studies.  Work tasks now have to be completed in accordance to standard operating procedures, curtailing employee control and discretion.  Strict performance targets have been imposed, with hourly interventions which amplify workplace pressures and fail to account for human factors – a well documented failure of Taylorism.  There has been a tightening of the porosity of labour (Green, 2001, 2006), and under such Draconian Taylorised systems, employees are now accountable for the entire duration of the working day.  Such issues inevitably impact on the meaning and value of work.  The findings echo with recent studies on the white-collar labour process, with the intensification and deterioration of work (Baldry et al., 1998; Ellis and Taylor, 2006; Smith, 2012).  

Whilst there has been little critical research into the use of lean working methods in the office environment (see Nilsson, 1996), the findings from HMRC are similar to those in manufacturing (see Graham, 1993; Danford, 1999; Yates et al., 2001; Stewart et al., 2009).  Indeed, the use of kanban flags and whiteboards, together with the segmentation of work are borrowed directly from lean manufacturing.  This has resulted in the intensification of work, as staff now complete routine, repetitive and monotonous tasks.  Furthermore, flexi-time, which is offers employees some control over working time, is seen as incompatible with lean productivity targets and the hourly count.
Recent studies have uncovered rising workplace demands, cost cutting and redundancies (see Beynon et al., 2002; McGovern et al., 2007); all of which are evident in the case of HMRC.  Whilst these researchers found employees having greater responsibilities through multi-tasking and multi-skilling, staff at HMRC have been deskilled.  This sense of loss and lack of respect resonates with recent meta-narratives of the transformation from secure and meaningful work (see Sennett, 1998, 2003; Bourdieu, 1999).  Related to respect is the concept of dignity at work.  Hodson (2001) identifies four barriers to the maintenance of dignity, namely overwork, mismanagement, restricted autonomy and the contradictions of employee involvement.  In this case, all four factors are evident.  In terms of overwork, there  is now a relentless pace of work, where staff only complete specific aspects of jobs.  Visual management controls and micro management with whiteboards and hourly interventions limits autonomy and discretion.  Regarding employee involvement, Radnor and Bucci (2007) claim that communication channels are now dialectical, yet any criticism is deliberately framed as ‘negative’.  Indeed, Hodson’s framework can be extended to include the intensification of work, the porosity of labour and micro management control mechanisms, which have resulted in the degradation of work at HMRC.  Furthermore, lean surveillance methods restrict human interaction at work and have damaging impacts on occupational communities.

Despite the positive depictions of lean, at HMRC this has resulted in the imposition of a brutal form of Taylorism.  Jobs have been degraded, as both the quantitative and qualitative data clearly indicate declining levels of job satisfaction and personal value.  The findings from this research raises major concerns over UK coalition plans to roll out lean across the public sector, in the context of ‘deep cuts’ in government spending and attempts to ‘re-balance’ the economy in favour of the private sector.  Further critical research is required to examine the spread of lean to other public sector departments in the UK.  In combination, staff at HMRC now have little sense of self-expression and meaning, due to the controlling nature of lean and visual management procedures, such as, whiteboards and kanban flags.  Indeed, 40 years on from Roy’s (1960) fascinating account of surviving workplace drudgery through ‘banana time’, there is now the situation where a line manager at HMRC enquires as to the ‘active or inactive’ status of a banana!
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