‘Everybody’s talking at me’: The Dynamics of Information Disclosure and Consultation in Three High Skill Workplaces in the UK
The principles and practice of employee participation have been subject to an immense amount of interest from academics in recent years, much of it seeking to establish (or refute) proposed links between participation processes and better organisational governance and performance. There exists a lesser quantity of research on the dynamics of certain forms of employee participation at the workplace level. Whilst there are many published studies in the critical labour process tradition governing employees’ task participation in micro-organisational forms such as teamworking, the same cannot be said for case study analysis of employee experience of both direct and indirect (representative) consultation practices. Moreover, whilst much of the research on high commitment management suggests that effective employee participation should not be abstracted from organisational contexts of employee skill development (Brown et al., 2007; Coats, 2005; Gallie et al., 2005), it seems odd that we have insufficient evidence of employee experience in high skill work organisations. This paper addresses this gap by providing case study analysis of professional employees’ evaluations and aspirations governing direct and indirect consultation processes at three high skill organisations based in engineering, finance and government-owned scientific research.
Consultation, Participation and Skilled Workers
The case for employee participation and ‘voice’ at work has, in recent years, tended to become dominated by economic arguments suggesting that effective participation may lead to greater employee commitment to organisational goals and ultimately higher labour productivity. The extent to which this may improve workplace democracy remains open to question, however, since the ‘needs of business’ may not necessarily take account of independent employee rights (Foley and Polanyi, 2006). Equally, despite their prevalence in the vocabulary of industrial relations, the principles of worker participation, voice and workplace democracy remain highly imprecise, each underpinned too often by the nebulous idea of ‘participation in management decision-making’ (Collom 2003). It is for these reasons of potential ambiguity (in terms of form and purpose) that greater analytical precision is required.  In this respect, the four-dimensional matrix of degree, scope, level and form of participation, as well rehearsed by Mick Marchington and his colleagues, still retains its currency (for example, Marchington, 2005; Marchington et al., 2001). A recent research paper has reformulated these categories into two forms of embeddedness of employee participation which are particularly useful for capturing the complexities and nuances of actual practice at the case study level (Cox et al., 2006). The first, breadth, attempts to capture the range of participatory practices in operation assuming that combinations of direct and indirect practices can generate positive synergies that enable workers and their representatives to assemble the information required to engage more confidently with management. The second, depth, measures the embeddedness of practices within the workplace (this encompasses such factors as the proportion of workers participating in various practices, the relevance of agenda items to workers’ interests and the frequency and permanence of the different types of meetings with management).
These categories provide the basis for generating insights into the structures and architecture of participation at the workplace level. Other analysts have focused more on the conceptual tools required for understanding participation as process. Gollan and Wilkinson’s (2007) review of current trends in this area note a rise in the prominence of direct methods of consultation alongside evidence of a mutual reinforcement of direct and representative forms. Moreover, whether the focus is on direct or indirect techniques, the development of high trust between managers and employees is seen as a key relational factor governing the success of employee participation. The importance of trust is implicit in Tjosvold’s (1987) review of the dynamics of participation. Tjosvold argues that the degree to which employees and their representatives feel able to interact effectively with managers will have significant consequences for the outcomes of participation processes at work. For example, without the high element of trust required for ‘constructive interaction’, managers and employees may feel inhibited from articulating opposing views and interests. In another research review, Glew et al. (1995) focused on workplace dynamics by developing a framework for understanding participation as a logical sequence of managerial processes. The assumption here is that if managers come to perceive organisational or personal benefits of participation then they are likely to design and implement a program aimed at securing these. However, a number of mediating factors can act as significant obstacles to this, such as specific organisational cultures and legacies of adversarialism which may affect how participation is eventually operationalised. Again, implicit in this approach is the importance of trust relationships, or the lack of them.    
Current survey evidence of information disclosure and consultation practices does not show a consistent pattern of employee experience. In assessing employee views on the adequacy of information-sharing by managers, the WERS 2004 employee survey generated an uneven picture of management performance while direct consultation seemed to be valued more than representative forms. For example, between two fifths and a half of employees felt that their managers were ‘good’ or ‘very good’ at keeping them informed about organisational change, changes to work practices, changes to staffing levels, and about financial matters, but at least one fifth felt them to be ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’ and between nearly a quarter and a third indicated ‘neither good nor poor’. When asked to evaluate how helpful different communications arrangements were in keeping them informed about their workplace, direct meetings with managers were rated as more helpful than meetings with employee representatives whilst the use of information communications technologies such as email and intranet were also prominent (Kersley et al. 2006: 139-141). The WERS management survey also found a decline in the number of workplace consultative committees in operation although their incidence was relatively stable in larger workplaces. The survey suggested some congruence between the views of managers and non-union employee representatives concerning the degree of influence of these committees. For instance, more than two fifths of managers indicated that they looked to the committee to provide solutions to problems whilst a similar proportion indicated that they usually sought feedback from the committee on a range of management options. Around three-fifths of employee representatives gave the same responses as management respondents (Kersley et al., 2006: 126-130). 

Other surveys that have focused specifically on employee participation have highlighted more negative patterns than the WERS results. Waddington’s (2003) study of employee representatives on European Works Councils in six countries found that many viewed the quality of information and consultation as inadequate, especially with regard to questions governing labour rationalisation, new technology, work re-organisation and flexible working practices. For example, only one fifth of these representatives reported useful information and consultation on ‘changes to working methods’ and less than a third reported this for ‘employment levels and forecasts’. However, the authors also note that in the UK, where information and consultation rights are generally weaker than in many other European countries, there was a greater degree of satisfaction. Another international survey by Kessler et al. (2004) found a slightly different picture by taking into account employee views directly. Their survey of workers in four European countries found that many experienced limited direct influence over ‘important work decisions’ despite the growth of direct participation techniques. Equally, employee evaluations of the usefulness of indirect participation via representative channels of communication were fairly low. Interestingly, workers in the UK stood out in these respects. For instance, compared to France, Germany and Italy, workers in the UK generated lower mean scores for the evaluation of the usefulness of works councils and trade unions as upwards communication channels. Overall Kessler et al. found that UK workers seemed particularly disenchanted in that they perceived direct and indirect influence to be low; they attached little importance to information related to corporate change or, indeed, terms and conditions, and they had a low opinion of the utility of direct and indirect consultation practices. These patterns are attributed both to the long decline of union influence in the UK and employee reactions to the tendency in the UK for British managers to maintain their prerogatives.
As noted above, case studies of employee experience of information disclosure and direct consultation in Britain are less common than survey research. For example, whilst Dundon et al. (2004) provide rigorous longitudinal case analysis of employee voice processes in eighteen different establishments their sources are primarily senior managers. Nevertheless, a number of significant patterns emerged from their findings. Managers in their case studies had tended to move beyond ad hoc approaches to participation by integrating – and embedding – their practices in a more strategic fashion. Managers also reported a broadening of the scope and range of issues subject to consultation so that higher level questions, such as organisational strategy and product strategy, became more central to agendas for discussion. Employee attitudes to workplace participation along with the individual, organisational and structural factors that shape this were assessed directly by Marchington et al.’s (1994) study. These authors found that employees’ experiences were shaped by three main factors. First, the degree of prior experience and expectations of different participation techniques in that greater employee exposure to these in previous employment could lead to less favourable assessment in current employment. Second, less positive employee assessments tended to be a function of particular management regimes that adopted ‘hard HRM’ approaches in the context of cost-conscious business strategies. Third, and related to this, the realities of business performance and the nature of the market environment constituted a key mediating factor in employee evaluations. That is, where organisations were marked by recent histories of redundancy or difficult competitive prospects Marchington et al. found that employee attitudes to participation tended to be most negative. 
There exists a greater amount of evidence governing the dynamics of indirect, or representative forms of consultation. Broad’s (1994) analysis of joint consultation in a UK-based Japanese transplant contains limitations in the cultural specificity of the management regime where expectations for a consensus culture were nurtured. Nevertheless, he found a surprising lack of worker awareness of the firm’s company council (around a half of employees surveyed) whilst council representatives became increasingly frustrated by management’s tendency to impose its prerogatives over questions of central concern to worker interests (such as job transfers and working hours). A similar pattern of weak joint consultation was highlighted by Gollan’s (2006) two year study at the Suncorp bank in Australia. In this case of a non-union employee council where union membership was still present less than a quarter of employees had any contact with their council representatives whilst many felt that both the council and trade union had only a very limited role or influence in industrial relations (one indicator of this was that less than a third of union members or council supporters opted for representation to secure a pay increase). Thus, Gollan’s study provides another case of joint consultation as a substantially ineffective vehicle for voice due, in part, to its limited resonance with rank and file employees.
Two studies of joint consultation and organisational dynamics in long-established British industries have provided further evidence of the nature of management control strategies. Timming’s (2007) evaluation of workplace representatives’ experience of a European Works Council in a UK multinational manufacturing company provided insights into the ‘micro-politics’ of management strategy. This aimed at evading managerial responsibilities to inform and consult and at fragmenting the construction of horizontal relationships (and the potential for stronger collective opposition) between different groups of workplace representatives.  Timming attributes this partly to the low trust and the historico-cultural attitudes of adversarialism that characterise industrial relations in brownfield manufacturing plants. The problematic of trust constitutes a core feature in Beaumont and Hunter’s (2007) case studies of joint consultation in the food processing and energy industries. Following Walton et al. (1994), these authors differentiate between ‘forcing’ change strategies that focus on achieving specific substantive changes by imposition if necessary and ‘fostering’ strategies that seek voluntary change and are ‘strongly associated with positive attitudinal change directed towards open exchange of information in a context of mutual trust and respect’ (1994: 1231). Beaumont and Hunter found that the exigencies of market competitiveness and business needs resulted in managers alternating between forcing and fostering strategies, a situation that engendered uncertainty and confusion among employee representatives and a deterioration in trust relations. 

The overall impression provided by these studies is one of a significant gap between the rhetoric and reality of information disclosure and consultation. Perhaps most significant here, in the context of competitive business environments, is management’s insistence that the provision of employee voice should not impair its prerogatives and control strategies, a factor that can have clear repercussions for trust relationships at work. However, we have much less evidence of the dynamics of these processes in workplaces dominated by highly skilled professional employees (which is the focus of this paper) and there are grounds for assuming more positive outcomes in such knowledge-intensive work environments. In this respect, Purcell et al. (2009) provide a useful overview of the importance of a range of HR practices in these environments. Professional knowledge workers are characterised as well paid, high status employees experiencing considerable intrinsic motivation centred mostly on high skill labour processes that require substantial creativity and initiative (2009; 128; see also Alvesson, 2000). Following Ghoshal and Bartlett (1995), Purcell et al. describe the typical organisations in which such workers are based in contradistinction to more bureaucratic, hierarchical work forms. They are seen to be highly pressured workplaces with fast-changing product and labour markets and associated technologies, and requiring management systems that shape employee behaviours in order to generate greater initiative, innovation and co-operation. In such environments, employee autonomy is relatively high whilst employee identities and commitment are shaped more by attachment to a profession or discipline than attachment to the organisation itself. In these circumstances the challenge for management is to develop HR techniques that ‘manufacture’ a sense of belonging to the organisation, especially in larger firms, by ‘engaging in some cultural manipulation to influence how knowledge workers view themselves and their relationship to the firm’ (Purcell et al. 2009: 132). Indeed, these authors’ secondary analysis of WERS 2004 (along with their own primary data, see Kinnie et al., 2005) found that for professional workers, organisational commitment is linked distinctively with, inter alia, their satisfaction with involvement in decision-making. Two core hypotheses arise from this analysis. First, in professional, knowledge intensive work environments we might expect to see well developed employee voice techniques fostering high levels of direct consultation (as well as indirect forms) as necessary components of a high commitment strategy. Second, as a result of this, we would expect greater employee satisfaction with information disclosure and consultation processes.
To explore these questions further, this paper provides comparative case study analysis of employee experiences of direct and indirect consultation in three high skill workplaces employing large numbers of professional staff. The first is a design operation of a large multinational engineering company; the second is a leading British building society; and the third is a government-owned scientific institution renowned for its work on the environment. Adopting a mix of case study-based quantitative and qualitative methods, the paper focuses on the attitudes and experiences of workers themselves. The paper uses Cox et al.’s (2006) categories governing the extent to which participation and consultation practices were embedded in the three organisations. Drawing on the case study survey data, the paper highlights patterns of deficiency in workers’ experiences of direct and indirect consultation and influence over a range of strategic and policy-based themes along with contrasting levels of desired influence reported by these workers. Using qualitative data analysis, the paper then provides a more in-depth picture of worker experience along with the range of factors that undermine the emergence of meaningful worker voice.
Case Study Summaries and Methods
The three case study organisations were selected specifically on the basis of their employment of significant numbers of professional employees, many with graduate qualifications. The bulk of the data were collected from these groups. 

DesEng
DesEng was a large, long-established design and manufacturing plant that formed part of a European MNC operating in the aerospace industry. It was based in the west of England. Design staff were represented by the trade union AMICUS (now UNITE) though membership density among graduates was low with most members concentrated in drawing office and technician grades. The union had a partnership agreement with management (one of the TUC Partnership Institute’s flagship agreements). Bargaining and consultation took place in site negotiating committees and in both European and UK works councils. Most of the fieldwork took place in 2006. A total of twenty eight recorded interviews were conducted with design engineers (the majority graduates) and including two AMICUS representatives, three design office managers and one HR manager. In addition, an employee survey questionnaire was distributed to a sample of 700 engineers. A total of 320 questionnaires were returned – a response rate of 46 per cent.

FinCo
FinCo was a mutual society and mortgage and insurance services provider. All staff were represented by a single enterprise union affiliated to the TUC and membership density stood at over 75 per cent. The union’s recognition agreement and modus operandi were akin to a Japanese business union arrangement. The union was totally dependent on managerial acceptance of recognition for its existence; the relationship between union officers and management was highly co-operative and supported by bargaining procedures that incorporated a no-strike agreement and pendulum arbitration; and a number of senior union officials were ex-personnel managers in the company. Bargaining processes took place at corporate level in a national council whilst additional union consultation was based in site committees and meetings with directors. The fieldwork took place during 2007 at the society’s head office in the south of England and at administrative centres and branches in three regions. A total of 40 recorded interviews were completed with staff (many of whom occupied higher skilled grades such as sales consultants and project managers) along with senior executives, departmental managers and two union representatives. A total of 262 employee survey questionnaires were collected from a sample of staff in four departments/areas: Head Office (56 per cent response rate); East Midlands branches (49 per cent); East Anglia (41 per cent); and Central London (60 per cent).

GovSci
GovSci was a large, government-owned scientific research organisation notable for its work on climate change and weather prediction. The majority of staff held first degree or post graduate qualifications with a significant number holding doctoral degrees. All GovSci staff were represented by the Prospect union. Union representatives and HR managers described relationships as essentially co-operative and based on partnership working. Membership density stood at around two thirds of the total workforce. Collective bargaining took place at the level of a national sub-committee of the GovSci Board. Joint consultation with full time officials and lay representatives took place at a national council. Fieldwork was completed during the first six months of 2008 at GovSci’s main centre in south west England. A total of 50 members of staff were interviewed ranging from senior and junior scientists, technologists, senior managers and line managers plus two Prospect representatives. The employee survey questionnaire was distributed to a sample of staff estimated at 600. The response rate was 37 per cent (162 returns). 

The project explored employee experiences of three different facets of the high performance workplace: skill utilisation and development, appraisal processes and direct and indirect employee voice mechanisms. This paper focuses on the third of these themes. The employee survey questionnaire included questions on the extent of direct consultation by management, feelings of direct influence and feelings of indirect influence (through union representation on consultative committees) on nine organisational and employment items. Questions were also included governing the amount of direct and indirect influence employees felt they should have. The range of items reflected the different types of information that should be communicated to employees (see Cludts, 1999; Collom, 203) and included company strategy, investment strategy, staffing issues, pay and conditions and changes to working practices. Cronbach’s Alpha reliability results were high for these items for each group of questions ranging from a low of 0.873 to a high of 0.953.
Employee interview schedules were semi-structured and contained a number of main questions and probes to explore views on: the quality of management communications, how this was conducted and the range of issues covered; the extent of two-way consultation and direct influence, barriers against this and whether employees desired more influence; the importance attached to indirect consultation through trade union representation and the work of joint consultative committees; and the extent of indirect influence exerted through these processes. The authors read and analysed each interview transcript to establish main themes (such as whether direct consultation was top-down or two-way, whether two-way consultation denoted meaningful employee influence, the role of the union, the role of joint consultation). Following this, adopting an iterative approach the data were categorised and coded to allow systematic analysis of employee experience of the range of consultation practices in use, specific examples and outcomes, and attitudes to the potential and limits of employee influence.
Communication and consultation practices in use

We have summarised, in tabular form, the number and variety of practices in operation at the three organisations at the time of the research (Table One). Details are also provided of the range of issues covered by these, the types of participants, whether the practices are designed primarily for top-down or two-way dialogue, how frequently the forums met or practices used and the length of time they have been in use.

Perhaps the most striking pattern to note is the sheer volume of practices that are associated with information disclosure and consultation, twenty in all. Combining representative bargaining and consultation forums, direct consultation practices and different union communications techniques, thirteen of these operated at DesEng and twelve at both FinCo and GovSci. Formally at least, many practices were categorised as two-way communication processes (eighteen out of twenty). Issues covered differed in accordance with type of practice adopted but the overall scope comprised the full range of corporate and employment-related policy themes. Also noteworthy was that the listed practices were all active institutions and processes involving either frequent or recurrent use. In addition, more than half had been in use for longer than five years. On paper, therefore, and adopting the formulations of Cox et al. (2006), in each case the level of embeddness of these practices in the forms of breadth, institutional and temporal, appeared to be high. 
TABLE ONE ABOUT HERE

Patterns of Direct and Indirect Consultation
Our survey questionnaire first asked employees how much they were directly consulted by management on nine different items ranging from strategy and financial questions, to personnel issues and work practices. They were also asked how much influence they felt they had on decisions governing these issues and how much influence they felt they should have. The question responses were scaled from ‘a lot’ (coded 1) to ‘none’ (coded 4) and means calculated. The results are shown in Table Two.
TABLE TWO ABOUT HERE
The first general pattern to note is that despite the panoply of information and consultation practices described above, workers tended to provide a poor assessment of the extent of direct consultation. The ratings tended to be low and only at FinCo did any of the items receive a rating better than the mid-point of 2.5 (four out of nine items). The second point to note is that Kruskal-Wallis tests found significant differences between the three case studies. On every item, FinCo workers indicated a higher level of direct consultation whilst GovSci workers indicated the lowest level. If we turn to how much direct influence these workers felt they exerted, whilst there are again some significant differences between the three workplaces (though the margin of difference is smaller compared to direct consultation), workers’ overall assessment of direct influence was lower still, particularly at GovSci. And in contrast to this, when asked how much direct influence they felt they should have on these workplace issues, the mean results tended to be much higher, especially for pay and conditions, changes to work practices and changes in staffing levels. In other words, notwithstanding certain inter-establishment differences, the general trend was of a clear gap between what direct influence workers in the three workplaces desired and what they actually experienced. 
Turning to influence accrued through indirect means, the workers in each case were asked how much indirect influence (through union representation on bargaining and consultative committees) they felt they had on the same nine workplace issues. And again, a further question asked how much of this form of indirect influence they felt they should have on these issues. The results are presented in Table Three.
TABLE THREE ABOUT HERE
These show that in each organisation workers felt they had relatively low indirect influence. We have presented the results for all workers, union members and non-members alike. The corresponding results for union members only did show some higher ratings (and at DesEng and GovSci these were statistically significant) but generally, the differences were not substantial. There existed some significant differences between the three organisations with workers at DesEng indicating the lowest levels of indirect influence (the same pattern obtained for union members only). And replicating the pattern with direct influence, the level of indirect experience desired by workers was much higher than that currently experienced. This was especially the case at GovSci. 

To sum up, the questionnaire survey results found that despite the mass of employee participation techniques in place at the three case studies, workers tended to provide low evaluations of consultation and related levels of influence, both direct and indirect. Whilst this was the clear, general trend, there also existed a number of inter-workplace differences. 
The Dynamics of Consultation
High volume communication – weak consultation

The worker interviews highlighted a number of factors that impacted upon and shaped the relatively low level of meaningful consultation and participation experienced. As might be expected, given the large concentration of communications practices in operation, the majority of workers we spoke to confirmed that they received substantial quantities of company information on a regular basis. Whilst this was received via different channels the most conspicuous seemed to be computerised forms such as intranet and email. One FinCo employee stated typically:
Loads and loads and loads of information. We are inundated with communications all the time. In what form? Emails, through my manager, through the branch manager and letters mostly. And on everything that really explains the society.  So it could be video messages, anything. (Senior Financial Consultant, FinCo).
Nevertheless, despite the high volume of communication, the predominant view was that the flow of communication tended to be mostly top-down. At EngCo, over 90 per cent of non-management interviewees indicated this, as did three quarters of such interviewees at GovSci. So that whilst many of these employees were armed with a good deal of data governing company strategy, policy and operational issues their ability to act upon this and influence organisational discussion was highly restricted in the interests of managerial prerogative. The following view was typical:

We were consulted by senior management about the design of our new work environment in the new office building. And a very, very strong message was sent out that we did not want open plan offices. Open plan was what we got. Very minor aspects of the building were altered by “consultation”. Since then, I’ve viewed consultation as something like: senior management have 95 per cent or so of the plan worked out and they consult us on minor details to give us a sense of “ownership”. Any comments on the “big picture” are acknowledged and appreciated and welcomed, then ignored. (Scientist, GovSci)
At FinCo, a variation to this trend could be discerned. More than half of non-management staff that we interviewed felt that they experienced a reasonable degree of two-way communications involving more systematic techniques for feeding employees’ views upwards and some described an organisational culture that emphasised transparency and openness between managers and subordinates. No doubt, this factor partly accounts for the pattern of survey data showing relatively higher direct consultation at this case study (see Table Two). On the other hand, when probed about this, some employees expressed the view that direct influence was restricted to issues of process and implementation rather than policy initiative and design. As one branch manager put it, ‘you would influence how something is applied but you wouldn’t necessarily influence what’s going to happen.’ When it came to higher level organisational issues, meaningful employee consultation in advance of managerial decisions was rare. For example, at the time of the research FinCo was merging with a smaller building society, a process that managers admitted would lead to staff redundancies at both organisations. Virtually all non-management staff we interviewed indicated that despite the threat to their jobs they were not in possession of advance knowledge of the strategic intent of their employer neither had they sufficient awareness of this particular merger decision. For example, one employee observed:

But we don’t have influence. With the merger, for example, we just came in one morning and we had to shut the branch for half an hour. And we were told it was already done, this is what is happening and we just have to go along with it whether you like it or not. Everyone was shocked and everyone was thinking what’s going to happen are we going to be made redundant? (Sales Consultant, FinCo)
Our qualitative research identified three salient reasons for this contradiction between high volume communication and weak consultation. The first concerned what over three quarters of all non-management interviewees described in different ways as excessively hierarchical management structures that effectively institutionalised a form of remote, low trust management. For instance:
I feel quite intimidated by management. It is quite hierarchical. And what makes them intimidating is that you don’t ever see these people. The only time you see these people is when they send out a communication and they put a little photo on the bottom or something. (Customer Consultant, FinCo)
The second factor concerned the repercussions of widespread patterns of work overload experienced by staff at each case study site. Nearly three quarters of interviewees at DesEng and FinCo and just over a half at GovSci articulated experiences of work intensification in the context of insufficient staffing levels. This had obvious ramifications for employees’ stress levels and quality of working life. But it also acted to diminish any potential for employee participation though formal and informal consultative channels by reducing the time – and interest – that could be devoted to this. One DesEng worker commented: 
I’m not sure we’re actually any good at communicating our problems up the chain. I mean in theory the group would complain to the group leader and he’d take that complaint on to the management meeting for the department.  But because we’re all so busy and we all know our boss is busy, it’s difficult to whine that you’re overloaded because you know he’s overloaded and he’s overloaded and all the other group leaders are overloaded. (Mathematician, DesEng)

The third factor concerned the increasing reliance of both managers and workers on electronic modes of communication and consultation. Whilst workers at each of the case study sites confirmed their involvement in team briefings, focus groups, ‘meet the directors’ sessions and other forms of direct interaction, they emphasised how remote communication through the use of email, intranet, video conferencing and similar techniques had become the most important means of sharing information. Such processes can facilitate more ‘efficient’ communications, but equally, they can result in a ‘de-collectivisation’ of direct consultation. Direct forms of communication and consultation have been noted for their relative weakness in power terms (compared to the conventions of employee representation) but they still contain a greater potential dynamic for group interaction and contestation compared to individualised and distanced electronic modes. One frustrated worker summarised this as follows:   
Everything gets sent by email.  People don’t talk to you.  You get a ludicrous situation that your boss will send you an email and he only sits over there.  He won’t come and talk to you; he’ll send you an email.  People don’t talk to each other.  People send each other emails.  And that seems to be the way of communicating. (Design Engineer, DesEng)

A ramification of this de-collectivisation process is that some workers we spoke to articulated a lack of confidence to raise issues or challenge decisions in public, a condition that led to a fairly widespread sense of fatalism and quiescence governing the worth of direct employee participation. For example:
I don’t exert any influence on management decision making, no. I think the barriers for me would probably be not feeling confident enough to say anything because I don’t think I would make a difference. I don’t think it’s worth my while saying anything, it would be like “oh alright well that was nice of you to comment Lorraine, bye” kind of thing.  It’s not going to change anything so why say anything? (Financial Consultant, FinCo)
Indirect influence via union representation

If we turn to worker attitudes towards indirect participation and influence, the general pattern was that employees’ feelings of indirect influence through union representation were little better than that for direct influence (see Table Three). Some of these patterns can be accounted for by worker reactions to the different forms of co-operative union relations at the three organisations. Many workers we interviewed articulated the feeling that their unions’ proximity to management, and lack of independent voice, resulted in an inability to change management strategy since their unions were being used to legitimise change rather than challenge it. Some interviewees also sensed that this problem was compounded by the loss of union power in the broader economy. Nevertheless, there were certain differences between the three case study organisations.

For instance, at DesEng, the Amicus non-manual union was weak not just in relational terms but organisationally too. Whilst membership density was high in the union’s traditional craft-based drawing office areas, overall it was low at little more than 30 per cent. And whilst under the partnership agreement management was supposed to encourage union membership the reality in the design offices was that some line and departmental managers were antipathetic. One young graduate we interviewed informed us that his mentor had advised him on a number of occasions that union-joining ‘was not a good idea’ and that the ‘managers’ open door policy worked better’. Other workers told us that many non-members were aware of managerial hostility and that joining the union was perceived as career-limiting. With regard union influence itself, the senior Amicus representative admitted that despite the partnership agreement:
Management tend to pay lip service to the unions. They’re constantly saying that they’ve got to involve unions, it’s the way to do business, they’re very supportive of it being the right process. But they’re not very clever at, or not very forthcoming at involving us for solving issues…We have great difficulty in changing policies, although we look at policies and we view them, it’s almost invariably the company that bring them to the table. (Amicus Senior Representative, DesEng)

At GovSci, there existed a widely-held view that the union performed well in handling individual member problems (the case study site averaged over 60 disciplinary and grievance cases per year) but that the union’s co-operative approach to industrial relations inhibited the development of more aggressive challenges to perceived low pay policies and the lack of staff involvement in policy-making. Nearly three quarters of interviewees indicated this. For example:
I don’t think they are very influential. I don’t think the union is really a huge part of life here…from a comparative point of view based on my experience in other industries, I would say that our trade union people are too involved in the firm really. That does have advantages but on the other hand, I think there are too many management assumptions that our trade union reps share because it’s all common ground whereas a non-GovSci trade unionist would probably throw up their hands in horror. (IT Technologist, GovSci)
Finally, at FinCo, the single enterprise union had greater organisational presence compared to the other case studies. Membership density was high and individual members were serviced by a network of 150 constituency representatives, senior area representatives, five full-time ‘individual cases officers’, and a general secretary and two assistant general secretaries seconded from the society. This presence may partly account for the slightly better patterns of indirect influence presented in Table Three. Nevertheless, 

just over a half of FinCo workers we interviewed felt that the union was regarded primarily as an insurance against potential individual problems at work rather than constituting an organisational means of influencing management policy. And like the scientific workers at GovSci nearly two fifths of interviewees felt that the close proximity of union to management meant that the union could never articulate the independent interests of its members. The following comment is an example:

I think the problem is it’s too close to FinCo because it’s an internal organisation. It’s a FinCo group staff union, not independent, and I think that’s why I’ve never really taken much of an interest. (Knowledge Consultant, FinCo).
Discussion and Conclusion
The three high skill organisations investigated in this study seemed, ostensibly, to offer propitious conditions for employee voice and influence at work. As Table One highlighted, and adopting the categories of ‘embeddedness’ developed by Cox et al. (2006), the breadth of consultation seemed potentially substantial with at least twelve direct and indirect consultation practices in place at each establishment. With regard depth, all practices were in regular use, many on a daily, weekly or monthly basis. The majority of practices were also well established having been in operation for at least five years. Frequency of use is not the only indicator of embeddedness in depth, however. Also relevant are the opportunity for employees and their representatives to raise issues and the relevance of meeting agendas to worker interests (Cox et al., 2006: 255). In this respect, the depth of employee participation at the three organisations was more problematic in that many workers we interviewed felt that whilst the range of direct consultation practices formally provided space for employees to raise issues, when they did so their views were too often ignored. Equally, it was felt that whilst trade union representatives retained the right to engage with management on joint consultative committees they did not wield sufficient power or influence to challenge managerial prerogatives. 
The patterns of employee experience, which we found to be mostly negative, were not entirely consistent across the three organisations. The most obvious differences were between FinCo and the other two studies. Whereas at DesEng and GovSci we encountered a much greater degree of cynicism and frustration governing the extent to which employees felt there voices were heard by management, at FinCo, a good number of employees described a more open and transparent consultation system. These differences were reflected in the survey data presented in Table Two and in our interview results. In this respect, as Glew et al. (1995) have argued, organisational culture may have been a mediating factor in facilitating or constraining better employee outcomes. At FinCo, managers appeared more at ease with engaging with staff during communications briefings whereas at DesEng and GovSci more bureaucratic and hierarchical organisational forms seemed to inhibit this. Nevertheless, our analysis of employee perceptions of the utility of consultation processes in actually delivering a greater degree of employee influence over organisational decision-making processes found few significant differences between the three case studies.

Before discussing the reasons for this two limitations to our research should be noted. The first was that whilst we were based at each case study over a number of months (more than six months in the case of DesEng) our access agreements did not allow a greater time span sufficient for more rigorous longitudinal research.  The second was that we were not able to observe the processes of consultation directly, through researcher presence at team briefings or at consultative committee meetings, for instance. However, we were able to elicit, systematically, employee views and experiences of these processes and collected a relatively large volume of employee-focused quantitative and qualitative data from three organisations that were selected explicitly for their high skill and professional base. 

Why then, given the apparent embeddedness of these practices were the evaluations of these employees mostly negative? Our interest in skilled and professional employee groups lay, firstly, in their under-representation in case study research governing employee participation and secondly, in the expectation that participation processes might be better developed in professional, knowledge intensive work environments. As far as the latter point is concerned, another possibility is that despite the existence of appropriate information disclosure and consultation practices, professional workers might have no particular interest in engaging with organisational issues other than those that have a direct bearing on their careers and individual developmental opportunities (Kinnie et al., 2005). Moreover, like other workers, they may not possess the skills and capability to contribute to debates governing organisational strategy or employment matters (unlike their union representatives). There are merits in these arguments and they constitute good reasons for conducting further research. Nevertheless, the point remains that despite the panoply of consultation practices in place at all three case studies, our data showed clearly that professional employees at each organisation desired much more direct influence and indirect influence than they actually experienced.
The core theme to emerge from our research, therefore, is that the pattern of professional worker experience of consultation processes at work cannot be easily distinguished from that of other occupational groups. We have outlined a number of organisational factors that shaped such a pattern. The hierarchical and bureaucratic structure of management was the first of these, a factor that problemitises the level of trust relations needed to underpin effective consultation (Gollan and Wilkinson, 2007; Tjosvold, 1987). Whilst this stood at odds with the theories of the so-called knowledge economy, that knowledge work organisation requires flatter, post-bureaucratic structures (for example, Castells 1996), the reality of these high skill workplaces was one of multi-layered, low trust management. Many workers we interviewed articulated a sense of distance they felt from senior managers, and that as subordinates to many layers of management, their role was to ‘obey rather than question’. This pattern obtained at all three case studies, including FinCo, where despite the professed culture of ‘openness and transparency’ many workers felt that this was restricted to questions of policy implementation rather than input into, or knowledge of, policy design. 

The second factor concerned the negative impact of effort intensification on both workers’ and managers’ willingness to participate in consultation processes. A good number of our interviewees described how excessive workloads combined with information overload itself contributed to diminish the energy required to engage with management on issues other than their daily work problems and routines. The strong sense of intrinsic motivation and attraction to challenging work that is associated with the intensity of professional workers’ labour processes may be significant here (Kinnie et al., 2005). In this respect also of relevance was the tightening up of management style due to highly competitive conditions at DesEng and FinCo and to stricter budgetary controls at GovSci. Such contextual conditions are likely to lead to negative employee experiences of participation at work (Marchington et al., 1994). Efficiencies generated by the computerisation of communications constituted another factor (a development also noted by Dundon et al., 2004 and Kersley et al. 2006). Despite the wide range of face-to-face, group-based consultation practices in operation, it was notable that so many workers identified individualised, electronic communication as the preferred and most frequently used form. The corollary of this pattern was that the small group-based dynamic of worker engagement (for example, within the team-brief), a dynamic that is already somewhat problematic in terms of balance of power, was made weaker still. In effect, direct consultation was at risk of becoming completely de-collectivised.
Finally, as Gollan (1996: 284) argued, the strength of employee voice is dependent on the legitimacy and effectiveness of trade unions in representing employees’ interests at the workplace. Co-operative forms of workplace trade unionism were present in all three case studies presented in this paper. Whilst some workers articulated an awareness of the broader national decline of the power of trade union challenges to managerial prerogative, irrespective of union form, and particularly in relation to union influence over non-pay issues, the predominant view was that partnership approaches exacerbated this decline. In essence, co-operative union engagement with management was perceived as excessively collaborative. Whilst existing members accepted a residual utility of trade union representation for grievance and disciplinary cases, its relevance and legitimacy for the purposes of collective representation of independent worker interests was regarded as highly questionable. This factor, in conjunction with the managerial and organisational constraints against effective direct participation described above, served to diminish the positive effects of ‘breadth and depth embeddedness’ that might otherwise have been expected in these high skill settings. 
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Table One. Indirect and Direct Staff Information and Consultation Practices

	Practice (Case Study)
	Scope
	Participants
	Top-Down/

Two-Way
	Frequency
	Longevity

	Union Representation on Board of Directors (GovSci)
	Strategy & Policy; Markets; Operations; Performance Targets
	Directors and Union FTOs
	Two-way
	As necessary 
	> 5 years

	European Works Council (DesEng)
	Strategy & Policy; Operations; Markets; Staffing; Work Practices. 
	Directors and Union Convenors, 4 countries
	Two-way
	2 per year
	> 5years

	UK National Council (DesEng; FinCo; GovSci)
	Strategy & Policy; Markets; Operations; Staffing; Work Practices. Wages (FinCo only)
	UK Directors and Union Convenors/Reps
	Two-way
	4 per year
	> 5 years (DesEng; GovSci);

< 5 years (FinCo)

	UK Negotiating Committee (GovSci)
	Wages and Conditions
	Directors and Union FTOs
	Two-way
	As necessary
	> 5 years

	Site Bargaining Committee (DesEng)
	Wages and Conditions
	Site managers and union reps
	Two-way
	As necessary
	> 5 years

	Site Consultative Committee (FinCo)
	Policy; Operations; Work Practices
	Site managers and union reps
	Two-way
	4 per year
	> 5 years

	Business Committees (FinCo)
	Single issue committees: Policy; Operations
	Directors and union reps
	Two-way
	4 per year
	< 5 years

	Teambriefings (DesEng; FinCo; GovSci)
	Strategy & Policy; Markets; Operations; Staffing; Local Work Practices
	Departmental managers and all staff
	Two-way
	Monthly
	> 5years

	Intranet & Email Management Communication (DesEng; FinCo; GovSci)
	Strategy & Policy; Markets; Operations; Staffing
	All managers and staff
	Two-way
	At least weekly
	> 5 years

	Intranet Chat Room (FinCo; GovSci)
	All issues
	All staff; managers can monitor
	Two-way
	Daily
	< 5 years

	‘Meet the Directors Briefing (GovSci)
	Strategy;  Policy; Operations
	Directors and staff groups
	Two-way
	Few per year
	< 5 years

	Management-Staff Focus Groups (DesEng; GovSci)
	Strategy;  Policy; Operations
	Senior managers and staff groups
	Two-way
	Few per year
	< 5 years

	Breakfast meetings (DesEng)
	Policy; Operations
	Senior managers and staff groups
	Two-way
	Few per year
	< 5 years

	Newsletter (multiple types) (DesEng; FinCo; GovSci)
	Strategy & Policy; Operations; Social
	All managers and staff
	One-way
	At least Monthly
	> 5 years

	Continuous improvement discussion groups (DesEng)
	Operations and work practices
	Managers and staff volunteers 
	Two-way
	Monthly
	> 5 years

	Suggestion Scheme (FinCo)
	Operations and work practices
	All staff
	Two-Way
	Daily
	> 5 years

	Attitude Surveys (DesEng; FinCo; GovSci)
	Job/Company Satisfaction
	All managers and staff
	Two-way
	At least annually
	> 5 years

	TU Newsletter (DesEng; FinCo; GovSci)
	All employment issues
	TU members
	One-way
	Few per year
	> 5 years

	TU Intranet and Email (DesEng; FinCo; GovSci)
	All employment issues
	TU Members
	Two-way
	Continual
	> 5 years

	TU members meetings (DesEng; GovSci)
	Wages and conditions
	TU members
	Two-way
	Few per year
	> 5 years


Table Two. Direct Consultation and Influence, by Case Study (n = 737)
	
	DesEng
(n = 314 )

Mean
	FinCo
(n = 262)

Mean
	GovSci
(n = 161 )

Mean
	Sig.

	Direct Consultation

	Financial performance of organisation
	3.24
	2.27
	3.52
	***

	Corporate strategy for the future
	3.15
	2.27
	3.35
	***

	Corporate investment strategy
	3.60
	2.83
	3.80
	***

	Changes in staffing levels
	3.04
	2.74
	3.62
	***

	Redeployment of staff
	3.27
	3.16
	3.70
	***

	Outsourcing strategy
	3.33
	3.06
	3.91
	***

	Pay and conditions
	3.31
	2.91
	3.46
	***

	Changes to work practices
	2.90
	2.31
	3.12
	***

	Health and safety at work
	2.61
	2.23
	3.21
	***

	All
	3.17
	2.68
	3.54
	***

	Direct Influence

	Financial performance of organisation
	3.46
	3.49
	3.73
	***

	Corporate strategy for the future
	3.62
	3.58
	3.65
	n.s.

	Corporate investment strategy
	3.89
	3.72
	3.92
	***

	Changes in staffing levels
	3.50
	3.55
	3.74
	**

	Redeployment of staff
	3.60
	3.68
	3.76
	*

	Outsourcing strategy
	3.64
	3.62
	3.90
	***

	Pay and conditions
	3.69
	3.64
	3.75
	n.s.

	Changes to work practices
	3.23
	3.25
	3.49
	**

	Health and safety at work
	3.08
	3.08
	3.50
	***

	All
	3.53
	3.54
	3.71
	***

	Direct Influence (Desired)

	Financial performance of organisation
	2.82
	2.62
	2.61
	*

	Corporate strategy for the future
	2.50
	2.35
	2.15
	**

	Corporate investment strategy
	2.85
	2.68
	2.69
	*

	Changes in staffing levels
	2.35
	1.91
	1.95
	***

	Redeployment of staff
	2.48
	2.30
	2.15
	**

	Outsourcing strategy
	2.46
	2.42
	2.37
	n.s.

	Pay and conditions
	1.89
	2.00
	1.63
	***

	Changes to work practices
	1.94
	1.83
	1.75
	*

	Health and safety at work
	2.15
	2.10
	2.37
	**

	All
	2.41
	2.25
	2.18
	***


Notes:
1. Consultation, influence and desired influence were measured on a four point scale ranging from ‘a lot’ (coded 1), ‘some (2), ‘a little’ (3) and ‘none (4). ‘Unsure’ recoded as missing value.

2. Composite ‘All’ scores are derived by adding the scores under each heading and dividing by nine (total number of items).

3. Significance tests (Kruskal-Wallis): * p = <0.05, ** p = <0.01, *** p = < 0.001 
4. Additional significance tests (Wilcoxon’s signed-rank) were carried out on the mean differences between Direct Influence and Direct Influence (Desired).  In each of the three case studies the result was p = <0.001. 
Table Three. Indirect Influence via Employee Representation, by Case Study (n = 737)
	
	DesEng
(n = 314 )

Mean
	FinCo
(n = 262)

Mean
	GovSci
(n = 161 )

Mean
	Sig.

	Indirect Influence (via employee representation)

	Financial performance of organisation
	3.82
	3.38
	3.66
	***

	Corporate strategy for the future
	3.78
	3.31
	3.55
	***

	Corporate investment strategy
	3.82
	3.45
	3.72
	***

	Changes in staffing levels
	3.64
	3.15
	3.33
	***

	Redeployment of staff
	3.66
	3.16
	3.27
	***

	Outsourcing strategy
	3.77
	3.42
	3.52
	***

	Pay and conditions
	3.42
	2.81
	2.97
	***

	Changes to work practices
	3.48
	2.94
	3.15
	***

	Health and safety at work
	3.25
	2.80
	3.04
	***

	All
	3.64
	3.17
	3.37
	***

	Indirect Influence (Desired)

	Financial performance of organisation
	2.98
	2.80
	2.86
	*

	Corporate strategy for the future
	2.77
	2.69
	2.47
	*

	Corporate investment strategy
	2.93
	2.84
	2.68
	*

	Changes in staffing levels
	2.31
	2.09
	1.83
	***

	Redeployment of staff
	2.35
	2.21
	1.85
	***

	Outsourcing strategy
	2.52
	2.45
	2.12
	**

	Pay and conditions
	1.83
	1.88
	1.58
	**

	Changes to work practices
	2.06
	1.95
	1.77
	**

	Health and safety at work
	1.72
	2.13
	1.98
	***

	All
	2.40
	2.36
	2.12
	***


Notes:

1.  Indirect Influence and Indirect Influence (Desired) were measured on a four point scale ranging from ‘a lot’ (coded 1), ‘some (2), ‘a little’ (3) and ‘none (4). ‘Unsure’ recoded as missing value.
2. Composite ‘All’ scores are derived by adding the scores under each heading and dividing by nine (total number of items).

3. Significance tests (Kruskal-Wallis): * p = <0.05, ** p = <0.01, *** p = < 0.001 
4. Additional significance tests (Wilcoxon’s signed-rank) were carried out on the mean differences between Indirect Influence (via employee representation) and Indirect Influence (Desired). In each of the three case studies the result was p = <0.001. 
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