DIFFICULTIES IN IMPLEMENTING PARTICIPATIVE MANAGEMENT


�	Some of the ideas set out below have been taken from an article entitled "Why participative management won't work here", published by Donna Brown in the June 1992 issue of Management Review.�


Introduction


	For more than a decade, participative management has been revered as gospel truth.  Managers have switched from "do it my way" to power sharing and consensus building as in the team work discussed earlier in this workshop.


	Now, however, a small group of experts is daring to question whether the participative management movement has fulfilled its promise.  Is participative management all that it's cracked up to be?


	The evidence that participative management has produced magnificent results is unshakable.  When the system works, it really works.  Even young people coming into companies today don't have automatic loyalty.  When they feel that they are contributing and have a voice, they are much more likely to become a part of the organization.


	So what has stalled the revolution?  Mostly the fact that what sounds good in theory is sometimes very difficult to put into practice.  Even participative management's most dedicated acolytes admit that many companies fail to implement it properly.


	Companies or agencies DO NOT UNDERSTAND how to manage change, so they never take the time to learn what is needed to transform their company.  For instance, one often sees an autocratic senior executive ordering his direct subordinates (who are also managers) to be more participative.  But then, top management will be out of sync. with itself.�


A foreign concept


	Critics of participative management claim that many senior managers adopt only those aspects of employee empowerment that suit their personalities.


	They say: "The concept is very good, but people read Theory Z and then only incorporate what fits comfortably into their management style."


	As a result, such leaders project inconsistency and employees conclude that they are NOT serious about changing.


	To truly empower employees, managers must carefully examine how they interact with staff members and then modify their behaviour.


	PARTICIPATIVE MANAGEMENT is probably the single most difficult style of management to practice.  It is difficult for employees to relate to, and it requires that many people function with the same philosophy.


�
	In addition, participative management is quite literally a foreign way of behaving to companies which wish to introduce it. It is more contradictory in Western culture than in the Eastern cultures where it initially sprung up.�


Overcoming bureaucracy


	The size of the company poses another difficulty in implementing participative management.  The larger the company, the harder participative management is to institute. The reason?  Large companies have more trouble communicating interdepartmentally, and employee participation which may produce benefits for one department can wreak havoc with another.


	In large bureaucratic companies, employee involvement programmes have failed because they were unable to take part in decision-making processes and rule-writing at a number of levels, as unions can do.


	In such companies, if someone comes up with a good idea, management does not know how to ask the right questions.  They don't know how to make him go and prove it; employees feel that good ideas alone are not enough and need union muscle to back them.�


Recession woes


	The recession is making participative management even more difficult.  Massive firings, salary freezes and other part-time tactics are destroying the trust that is essential to making participative management work.


	In order for the processes to be effective, there has to be ongoing trust of workers. Management underlines that trust with lay-offs and outsourcing.


	Employees begin thinking:  "Unless I get better pay or working conditions, it's all just rhetoric."  In a lot of companies, the reality of the career track is zero and it is very difficult to enrich an employee's career by allowing him or her to make bigger decisions.


	If you are an astute lower-level manager and you see that your decisions cause the top management to get a big bonus, what is the incentive?


	Usually, a cash-poor company won't put much money into training.  Managers who have successfully implemented a participative culture, however, quickly point out that training is essential to teach executives down the line how to empower workers.


	Companies don't realize what a big deal it is to create this type of change.  To succeed, they have to make an investment of time and money.


	In conclusion, participative management can be brought into a stable environment.  If results start to go wrong, and the question "Why?" is asked, the same old manager steps forward and starts to answer the questions, and participation flies out the window.


�
Dirty politics


	Even in good times, employee involvement programmes can be undermined by office politics.


	For instance, say you are in a participative process and someone comes up with an idea that is outside of what management may consider reasonable.  That idea may simply get dismissed.  These mechanisms are structured on what management perceives the problem to be, and they often lead to discussions with a very narrow focus.  As a result, they can screen out more fundamental problems.


	Politics can adversely affect the process in a number of other ways.  For example, the whole staff might know that the department head's idea will never work, but refuse to criticize it because everyone knows it is his pet project.  Managers who appear to push employee empowerment can actually undermine it by protecting their own patch and sticking to their own agenda.�


Unfortunately, if first-line managers don't buy into participative management, the entire process can be undermined. Lower-level managers who don't feel supported by managers at the top have a hard time encouraging ideas from their staff. Indeed, shop-floor personnel may feel that their ideas are not seriously wanted.�
�



The point of no return


	In spite of all those problems, companies have successfully changed from autocratic to participative cultures.


	Some experts say that "In the short term, participative management yields positive effects, including improved job satisfaction and a lower accident rate".


	"But, unless the new system is embedded into law, as in the form of a union contract, the majority of employee involvement programmes will be dead in four years. Committees will meet with increasing frequency and deal with more and more trivial matters."


	But other experts believe that, if carefully implemented, employee involvement programmes can still save the company.


	In any case, an ongoing effort must be sustained until the point of no return is reached or until the process has become the agency's culture, the only way of doing things.





Participative management is a question of need. We must change to survive.�
�
�
	When introducing participative management, one must be prepared and ready to solve such problems as arise. As stressed earlier, a SUSTAINED long-term effort is required from the ENTIRE AGENCY, and the agency must face up to that need.


	Four common problems which arise are set out below with a few suggestions for solving them.





PROBLEM�
POSSIBLE SOLUTION�
�
Brainstorming teams often fly off at a 


tangent and do not stick to the subject.�
Keep the problem in focus.


	One possibility is for each division to 


produce a basic list of objectives which then 


becomes a list of projects.


	Each group with a specific project then 


defines the problem and drafts detailed propo-


sals for solving it. The matter is thus kept in 


focus and the new vision keeps to realities.�
�
Managers have much to say about


participative management, but employees 


do not believe they are sincere.�
Top managers have to establish a culture 


based on honesty.


	This requires managers to meet and 


discuss, because there must be an alignment 


between what they say and what they do. Only


in this way will lower-level managers and the 


staff understand that their superiors are serious 


about participative management.�
�
Employees complain that managers 


do not take their suggestions seriously. 


They claim that managers still take all 


decisions.�
Two suggested solutions:


Create an atmosphere in which 


managers listen to all ideas, whether good or 


bad. An open-doors policy means that people 


can express their ideas quite freely. The first


time a manager reacts badly to an idea, he 


becomes an adversary of the process.


In addition, managers who invite the 


opinion of employees as to how to solve a 


problem, need to explain how the final decision 


will be taken. There are three ways: you invite 


opinions and reserve the final decision for your-


self, you follow the consensus, or you ask for 


the group's recommendations and reserve a 


right of veto. The key is: if your clearly define 


how the problem will be solved, employees will 


feel that their opinion has been heard. Problems 


arise when employees feel that they have been


ignored.�
�
Employees complain that they come 


up with the ideas, and their managers get 


the praise (or rewards).�
	The only solution is to reward groups 


rather than individuals for good performance. In eliminating individual rewards, you eliminate the


risk of rewarding only the team leader.�
�
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