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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
“In recent years employee involvement or participation in workplace decision-making has been a major 
focus of international attention for researchers, managers and policymakers alike as they seek means for 
improving communication and cooperation between management and labour. The concern with employee 
participation has included direct job-oriented employee involvement through, for example, teamwork and 

quality circles, as well as representative forms of participation” (Markey, 2005:2) 
 

 
1.1. Introduction 

 

From the earliest research in employment relations / industrial relations, there has been 

a long tradition of investigating the nature and extent to which employees should or 

could participate in workplace and company affairs.  In particular, employee 

participation (EP), industrial democracy (ID) and employee involvement (EI) have been 

discussed widely in cognate fields such as industrial sociology, industrial relations, 

organisational behaviour, human resource management and political economy 

(Blumberg, 1968; Ramsay, 1977; Poole, 1979; Strauss, 1982; Marchington, 1992; 

Cotton, 1993; Markey, 2001; Poole et al., 2001a; Hyman et al., 2005). That such a 

variety of terms exists indicates the manifold ways in which employees might 

participate.  This thesis joins these long term debates, and indeed aims to contribute to 

such debates, by exploring critical analytical issues in the scholarly literature, as well as 

seeking to understand how participation is practised in a successful emergent economy.  

The empirical study of forms, perceptions, policies and practices in participation in 

private sector firms in Malaysia around the turn of the twenty-first century aims to gain 

insights from current theoretical frameworks.  In turn, the research in this thesis seeks to 

illuminate ways in which theoretical and analytical frameworks could be modified to 

take account of the practice and context of employee participation in Malaysian 

workplaces. 

 

The main characteristics of the common terms noted above and used in the literature 

(employee participation (EP), industrial democracy (ID) and employee involvement 

(EI)) reflect different expectations of what participation might encompass.  More 

recently, as the literature review will demonstrate, debate has often considered the 

extent to which employees participate, either, directly, or indirectly through 

representative organisations. In line with this argument, the next significant question to 

 1



be asked is whether or not employees (including trade unions) have any capacity to 

influence management decisions that have some impact on workers’ working lives. The 

debates over the influence of employees in management decision ns will be discussed 

more detail in the Chapter 2.  

 

It is also important to note that the priorities and conceptualisation of participation have 

shifted over time.  As will be discussed more fully in the literature review, the 

terminologies of EP have changed through different eras.  The early twentieth century, 

Webb and Webb (1902) and other authors like Cole (1971) in the UK studied industrial 

democracy (ID) in order to determine the capacity of trade unions to influence 

management decisions. Later in 1960s and 1970s, many authors still used the term ID 

but interchangeably with EP (Clegg, 1960; Blumberg, 1968; Walker, 1976; Poole, 

1979). From the 1980s onwards, the term EP was often discussed under the title of EI 

due to the emergence and rapid uptake of human resource management which 

developed in the US in the 1980s.  A second reason for the expansion of the rise of EI as 

a commonly accepted concept is that from the end of the 1970s trade unions declined in 

many OECD-type economies, due to a complex mix of economic, political and social 

factors (Marchington, 1992). Generally, as will be discussed later, the term employee 

involvement (EI), refers to practices and policies where employees are involved in 

programs which have been management initiated and directed.  Good examples of EI 

can be found in  quality circles, total quality management, teamwork, 5S and so forth 

(Hyman & Mason, 1995; Davis, E.M. & Lansbury, R.D., 1996; Benson & Lawler, 2003; 

Marchington, 2005). Under EI development, the workers have very limited capacity to 

influence management decisions.  

The changes in terminologies of EP in the literature are influenced by many political, 

economic, and social factors such as those found by Dachler & Wilpert, 1978.  (see also 

Markey, 2001 and Poole et al., 2001a)  Most of studies on EP come from the western 

(OECD) countries, particularly in Western Europe, and the UK.  On the other hand there  

has been very little research undertaken in Asia, including Malaysia which is the focus 

of this thesis (Markey, 2006). It has been for all of these reasons that this thesis 

investigates why there are direct and indirect forms of employee participation (EP) that 

have been developed and implemented in the Malaysian private sector.  Extensive case 

studies were undertaken in the three selected companies in different industries in the 

private sector. These provided significant insights for this research.  Moreover, the 
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analytical and theoretical frameworks that have emerged in the broad EP literature in 

recent years could be tested, and evaluated, in order to identify ways in which insights 

from non-western experiences of EP can augment and strengthen the models of EP that 

have been derived from scholarly studies of western (OECD-type) research.  In these 

kinds of ways this thesis seeks to contribute to practices of EP in Malaysia and to the 

broad international scholarly literature.   

 

This chapter offers an overview of the study. It begins with the background of the study 

followed by the objectives of the study and significance of the study. The chapter 

concludes with an outline of the organisation of the thesis.    

 

1.2. Background of the study  

 

The subject of EP in the organisation has attracted a great deal of interest in the 

literature as evident in the extensive research carried out on this subject (see for 

example Marchington, 1992; Knudsen, 1995; Davis, E. M. & Lansbury, R. D., 1996b; 

Markey & Monat, 1997b; Heller et al., 1998; Gill & Krieger, 1999; Markey, R. et al., 

2001; Harley et al., 2005b). Many authors have been defined EP from different angles. 

It is not surprising therefore that Marchington and Wilkinson (2005) pointed out that the 

EP is an elastic term. In relation to this aspect, Strauss (1998) gave some examples by 

stating some authors may think 

… participation must be a group process, involving groups of employees and 
their boss, others stress delegation, the process by which the individual 
employee is given greater freedom to make decisions on his or her own.. Some 
restrict the term participation to formal institution, such as works councils; other 
definition embrace ‘informal participation’, the day-to-day relations between 
supervisors and subordinates in which subordinates are allowed substantial input 
into work decisions (Strauss, G., 1998:15)  

 

From the above quotation, we can infer that EP deals with the decision-making process 

in the workplace, and with communication between employees and management, either 

directly or indirectly. Another key issue that the above quotation highlights, is the 

question ‘To what extent employees and their representatives have the capacity to 

influence their own work or influence management decisions at the company and 

workplace level?’ (Further clarification of EP terms will be examined more detail in 

next chapter)  
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In the literature on EP, conceptually and in practice, three forms of participation are 

generally identified, namely financial participation, direct participation and 

representation or indirect participation, all of which may coexist in the same workplace 

(Nel, 1984; Knudsen, 1995; Davis, E. M. & Lansbury, R. D., 1996a; Heller et al., 1998; 

Gill & Krieger, 1999; Markey, 2001). Financial participation happens when employees 

own all or part of a company.  The examples of financial participation are profit sharing 

or employee share ownership as part of management strategy for improvement of 

performance and employee commitment to the organisation (Markey, 2001:4). 

However, Markey (2001) and Poole et al. (2001a), both of whom are highly 

experienced and widely read EP scholars, have argued that financial participation does 

not involve participation of employees in the management decision-making process, and 

it is thus conceptually separated.  Therefore in this thesis, financial participation is 

excluded. Rather the focus here is on direct and indirect forms of participation and the 

nature and extent of such participation. 

 

 Direct participation is normally concerned with task-oriented employee involvement 

schemes, either through group or individual employees, and includes initiatives such as 

team briefings, suggestion schemes, teamwork, quality circles and total quality 

management (Markey, 2001). Direct participation normally takes place at the lower 

levels of the organisations (Marchington, 2001; Marchington & Wilkinson, 2005).   

 

Indirect participation is established either through statutory rights or on a voluntary 

basis (Markey & Monat, 1997b; Strauss, G., 1998).  Indirect EP forms include Works 

Councils, collective bargaining, joint consultation committees, and employee 

representation on boards of directors. These forms vary from country to country, but 

their key feature is the role of representation as a form of employee participation.  In 

Western European countries such as Germany and Netherlands, Works Councils are one 

of the most important modes of employee representation. By contrast, in English 

speaking countries such as Australia, United Kingdom and USA, collective bargaining 

and joint consultation are the more significant channels of indirect participation.  

 

Many employers are interested in EP because programs can bring many possible 

benefits to their organisations, such as improved employee morale, increased 
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performance and higher job satisfaction (Likert, 1961; Lunjew, 1994; Wilpert, 1998; 

Markey, 2001; Markey, 2006). It can also be instrumental in creating satisfied and 

highly committed employees (Lawler, Mohrman, & Ledford, 1995; Zin, 1998; 

Marchington, 2001, 2005). These benefits were recognised by Japanese organisations as 

early as the 1970s (Odaka, 1975).  

 

Strauss (1998:8-10) has also pointed out that there are three rationales for the 

implementation of EP in the organisations. First, he explored the issue from a 

humanistic perspective, which is the dominant approach of the industrial and 

organisational psychologists. From the humanistic perspective, EP is mainly 

implemented in the organisation to fulfil non- economic desires such as personal 

growth, self-work, and self-actualisation (Likert, 1961; Wilpert, 1998). In this way, 

employees are seen to give greatest weight to how much they can influence their own 

job, rather than how much they will get paid for their job. Vaughan (1983) also supports 

Wilpert’s argument that EP will lead to employee job satisfaction that will eventually 

increase organisational productivity. Wilpert further explains if employees are satisfied 

with the nature and organisation of work, and have input in the organisational decision-

making, then it will lead to their higher motivation that will benefit the company in the 

long term, in terms of the employees’ work performance, and their desire to perform in 

their job even better in future.  

 

Secondly, Strauss considered EP in terms of the idea of power sharing perspective and 

democratic principles in the workplace (Strauss, G., 1998; Strauss, 2006). Some scholars 

interested in this aspect favoured the notion of “industrial democracy” (Pateman, 1970; 

Poole, 1975; Dachler & Wilpert, 1978; Poole, M., 1986; Strauss, George., 1998a). This 

has been a long-term area of interest.  For example, both Pateman (1970) and Strauss 

(1998a) have argued that employees or their workplace representatives (e.g. trade union 

or works councils) are interested in EP because they want to have more power in 

influencing the organisational decision-making. Similarly, Poole et al. (2001a) also 

stated that employees are more interested in indirect EP, rather than direct, particularly 

in the Western European countries such as Germany and the Netherlands because 

employees believed that their collective efforts through trade unions or works councils 

are more effective than individual methods in influencing or controlling decision-

making processes in the workplace.  
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On the other hand, if employees are actively involved in EP particularly in direct 

participation, then employers benefit in terms of productivity, company business 

performance, and excellent service quality (Cotton, 1993) but the gains for employees 

or unions are less (Ramsay, 1991; Markowitz, 1996).  Drawing on her research in US 

industry, Markowitz (1996) argued that EP is not beneficial for employees and indeed 

may create stress as a consequence of increased control by management and less 

participation in giving ideas in their own work. She also found that it can undermine the 

influence of the union in the workplace decision-making process.  

 

The third rationale that Strauss found, was that EP could contribute significantly to 

organisational efficiency and performance in organisations. In this context, EP has a 

positive effect on organisational effectiveness, particularly in terms of strategic 

decision-making, improved communication, and cooperation between management and 

employees or trade unions. Other labour advocates also found that EP can enhance job 

performance, commitment, and employee skills in organising their own work (Walton, 

1985; Ackers, Marchington, Wilkinson, & Goodman, 1992; Youndt, Snell, Dean, & 

Lepak, 1996; Addison, Siebert, Wagner, & Wei, 2000; Benson & Lawler, 2003; Preston 

& Crockett, 2004).  

 

While the above rationales focus on expected outcomes, other scholars seek a more 

macro perspective.  For example, much scholarship explores EP in terms of broader 

social and economic changes.  Thus researchers have argued that the implementation of 

EP in the company and workplace are also based on the cycles of control phenomenon 

which reflects political and economic pressure (Ramsay, 1977). Ramsay (1977) argued 

that EP would increase in organisations when management authority was under 

challenge. Thus employers will introduce various forms of EP in the organisation in 

order to regain the support from workers and trade unions when these are strong and 

growing. Ramsay (1977) observed this phenomenon in the Britain in early twentieth 

century. During this period, the British employers introduced forms of EP such as joint 

consultation committees, and profit sharing when they felt their authority was 

challenged by the unions or workers.   By the same token the initiatives of participation 

will be decreased when the power of labour declines (Ramsay, 1983).  
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Different macro factors led Lammers and Szell (1989) to seek to identify why EP may 

ebb and flow.  They pointed out that in the 1970s and 1980s macro factors such as 

economic recession, socio-cultural and political changes also led companies to become 

more interested in EP. For example, during the economic crisis in the 1970s, employers 

implemented various forms of EP in order to improve their competitiveness and 

flexibility in the workplace and also introduced new technologies in the company. The 

state has also played an important role in terms of introducing labour legislation 

directed at either promoting or constraining EP in the workplace.  For example, under 

the Conservative government in UK in 1980s, unions gradually weakened in terms of 

their power to influence management decision-making processes. Anti-union sentiment 

among employers also grew during this period due to strong support from the 

Conservative government. But this phenomenon changed when the Labour government 

came to power in late 1990s under Tony Blair  (Tailby & Winchester, 2005).  The Blair 

government encouraged the unions to work closely with the employers through 

cooperation and partnership relationship (Stuart & Lucio, 2005). However, these latter 

perspectives have been questioned by some authors who have doubted the effectiveness 

of genuine partnership in the workplace (Ackers, Marchington, Wilkinson, & Dundon, 

2005; Hyman, 2005; Edwards, Belanger, & Wright, 2006). Nevertheless partnership 

agreements between union and management have expanded in the UK industry in recent 

years.  

 

Marchington et al. (1993) have  tended to focus on factors at the level of the firm as 

being more important in explaining the rise and fall of interest in EP.  They also 

observed that in the 1980s and 1990s the level of interest in individual forms of EP by 

companies waxed and waned because of internal attributes. They argued that companies 

sought to implement various forms of EP due to their own individual management 

styles, management education, management awareness of the importance of employee 

commitment and other micro factors at the firm level.  

 

In 2001, Poole et al. (2001a) proposed a favourable conjunctures model for comparative 

analysis of industrial democracy in which they sought to integrate company level 

aspects with a range of wider factors.  Thus in the favourable conjunctures model, Poole 

et al. argued that macro factors such as the role of state, legislation, cultural values and 

economic matters (which are external to the organisation) will influence the 
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organisation to develop different forms of direct and indirect EP (Poole et al., 

2001a:494).  Apart from the macro factors, the various forms of EP in the organisation 

were also seen to be determined by the strategic choices of the state, employers, and 

unions as well as the power of IR actors. Finally, developments at the firm level such as 

organisational structure and process of modernisation also affect the establishment of 

EP forms. In sum, all these factors are interrelated and will have some  impact on the 

organisation to develop certain forms of EP. This  aspect will be discussed further in 

Chapter 2.     

 

It is clear then that EP has been  well researched in Europe (Hyman & Mason, 1995; 

Knudsen, 1995; EPOC, 1997; Markey & Monat, 1997b; Gold, 2003; Hyman et al., 

2005) and US (Markowitz, 1996; Strauss, G., 1998; Foley & Polanyi, 2006). By 

contrast, as Markey (2005; 2006) , Wimalasari & Kouzmin (2000), Wan  & Phee 

(2001),  Wu & Lee  (2001) and  Erez (1995) have found, research on EP is rather less 

common in Asia and in developing countries. Given the rate of economic growth and 

the growing importance of Asian economies, more studies should be conducted in the 

EP field in order to understand the nature of EP from the Asian countries perspective. 

Their argument also supported by Gollan and Markey who concluded  

a major effort is necessary on the part of researchers and the International 
Industrial Relations Association (IIRA) to expand their horizons, particularly to 
the participative practices of Asia and Africa, if our perspective is to be truly 
international (2001:341)  

 

The veracity of Gollan and Markey’s assertions are evident from any survey of the 

existing literature in Malaysia, for example, where there have been few studies 

conducted in this area (Lunjew, 1994; Zin, 1998; Naceur & Varatharajan, 2000). In the 

main, EP in Malaysia has been studied predominantly by researchers trained in the 

organisational behavioural and administrative sciences (Lunjew, 1994; Zin, 1998; 

Naceur & Varatharajan, 2000). These researchers focus their research on EP from an 

organisational perspective. For example, Zin (1998) studied the relationship between 

participative decision-making and its impact on organisational commitment in the 

Public Service Department among non-managerial employees only. Lunjew (1994) and 

Naceur and Varatharajan (2000) also studied the relationship between participation, job 

satisfaction and job performance. They all studied EP from the organisational behaviour 

perspective, generally drawing on quantitative approach.  
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As well, there has been no detailed research in Malaysia on the reasons that companies 

have implemented direct and indirect forms of EP in the private sector business 

organisations. As a result, there is a need to fill this gap by examining why private 

sector companies in Malaysia have chosen and developed different forms of direct and 

indirect EP at the firm level.  

 

1.3. Research objectives 

 

The main purpose of this thesis is to explore why different forms of EP (direct and 

indirect) have developed in different companies in the Malaysian private sector.  As 

seen in the literature review (see Chapter 2), there are many factors such as economic, 

political, cultural and social elements that can influence the implementation of EP in 

organisations (Ramsay, 1977; Ackers et al., 1992; Marchington, Goodman, Wilkinson, 

& Ackers, 1992; Marchington et al., 1993; Knudsen, 1995; Markey, R. et al., 2001; 

Poole et al., 2001a; Harley et al., 2005b; Marchington, 2005).  

 

Specifically this thesis attempts to meet the following objectives:  

 

 to examine the similarities and differences in the objectives of EP from the 

perspectives of management, union and non-managerial employees. 

 

 to describe and examine comprehensively direct and indirect forms of EP in 

three private companies in Malaysia and explain how these forms have operated 

at the company and workplace level. 

 

 to determine the factors that explain the nature of EP in three private companies 

in Malaysia in light of the theoretical literature briefly discussed above and at 

greater length in the next chapter. 

 

In other words this thesis seeks to contribute to the substantive literature by 

investigating EP in firms in Malaysia, an under-researched area, and to the scholarly 

literature by testing the Malaysian experience against the current Eurocentric theoretical 

literature and exploring how models might be adapted. 
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1.4. Significance of this study 
 

First, in the Malaysian context, there are few studies conducted on EP in the public 

sector (Lunjew, 1994; Zin, 1998; Naceur & Varatharajan, 2000). Additionally, no studies 

on EP have been conducted in the Malaysian private sector. This is despite the 

importance of the private sector which has played a vital role in achieving the nation’s 

long term economic and development goals (Lunjew, 1994; Rasiah, 1995; Ghosh, 

1998). Indeed, this thesis is an opportunity to make a substantial contributions to the 

Malaysian industrial relations literature. 

 

Second, the findings of the thesis test current analytical frameworks and show how they 

are not easily generalisable to Malaysia. As a consequence, the thesis offers 

modifications to a theoretical/ analytical framework which enable broader 

generalisation. 

 

Third, Gollan and Markey (2001) also argue that, particularly in the Anglophone 

research, most research evidence of EP is either from surveys, or from company-level 

case studies which focuses on responses from managers or sometimes from unions or 

works councillors. They believed that there was insufficient focus on non-managerial 

employees and expressed the hope that in the future more studies on EP should be 

conducted from the non-managerial employees’ perspective, particularly if taken 

together with perspectives from managers and union representatives. In response to 

such gaps in the scholarly literature, I have researched EP from the management, union 

and non-managerial employees’ perspectives in each of the case study organisations. 

Multiple perspectives contribute to reinforcing validity and reliability of the research 

(Yin, 2003; Cepeda & Martin, 2005).   

 

Fourth, the motives for EP in the workplace and company level can be multifactorial 

and the effects may be real (i.e. genuine participation).  In these respects, it is important 

to understand whether the driving forces for EP are due to organisational efficiency, 

control, or industrial democracy motives.  This study is the first attempt to explore these 

issues, taking account of the direct and indirect EP forms in three Malaysian private 
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companies.  Unpacking the ways in which different forms of EP affect all the parties is 

important, as is the extent to which these forms provide evidence of effective 

participation, especially for non-managerial employees.  

 

Fifth, the thesis also offers practical benefits for companies that attempt to introduce 

direct and indirect EP. The findings of this study will provide a better understanding of 

the factors that influence the effectiveness of EP and the role and contribution of 

management, union, and employees to EP initiatives.  

 

Sixth, the findings of this study will also assist the policymakers, especially within the 

Ministry of Human Resources Malaysia, to look seriously at EP and perhaps prepare for 

revising the Code of Conduct for Industrial Harmony 1975 in regards to EP.  Based on 

the evidence in this thesis, potential revisions may be developed to enhance the current 

scenario of industrial relations development in Malaysia. Apart from this Code, the 

existing labour laws such as the Industrial Relations Act 1967 and Employment Act 

1955 have not incorporated EP issues, a gap which deserves closer examination and 

consideration by policy-makers.  

 

In other words, this thesis will not only contribute to the academic literature on EP in 

terms of analysis and method, but could also have an impact on the philosophy, policy 

and practices of EP at the level of the firm, and indeed, nationally through the insights 

into enhancing the workings of government legislation and the Code of Conduct for 

Industrial Harmony.   

 
1.5. Organisation of the Thesis 

 
There are nine chapters in this thesis, which are organised in the following order. 

 
 Chapter 1 has briefly highlighted the issues surrounding in EP. It also indicates the 

research background, and objectives of study, as well as identifying the significance of 

research and offering the organisation of the thesis. 

 

Chapter 2 contains a review of previous research on the main topics covered in this 

study. It addresses the major theoretical and empirical contributions to the 

understanding of EP processes and also research questions. The immediate outcomes of 
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Chapter 2 set the points of departure from the traditional approaches and demonstrate 

the originality of the proposed study.  

 

The methodology of this study is presented in Chapter 3. Key areas addressed therein 

include the qualitative and quantitative modes of inquiry, the qualitative case study 

research strategy employed, the choices regarding the nature of the cases, the number of 

cases, various instruments utilised, and data analysis. As shown in Figure 1.1, Chapter 

5, 6 and 7 belong in a cluster that deals with thematic organisation, presentation, and 

analysis of data collected.  In order to put the case studies in context it is important 

however to consider the broader context in which the Malaysian firms operate.   

 

As a consequence Chapter 4 contains a review of political, social, and economic 

development and industrial relations setting of Malaysia. It deals with the role of the 

state in economic development and industrial relations, the role of employers in 

industrial relations, the development of trade union and collective bargaining, and 

finally describes the Code of Conduct for Industrial Harmony 1975 and the nature and 

extent of its impact on EP in Malaysia.   

 

As shown in Figure 1.1, Chapters 5, 6 and 7 give the results of the empirical research. 

For the ease of presentation and analysis, I try to follow a standard outline in these case 

study chapters. The descriptions of the case studies are based on the conceptual and 

theoretical considerations which are discussed in Chapter Two, along with other 

empirical findings learned from interviews seeking to understand the experiences of the 

managers, non-managerial employees and union delegates from the three companies in 

Malaysia.  

 

Following the pattern of clustering of sections, as shown in Figure 1.1, Chapter 8 is 

dedicated to discussion of findings of the three case study firms, and the insights such 

analysis offers for the ideals and practices of EP in the private sector in Malaysia. This 

analysis takes also evaluates contextual factors such as history, economic and cultural 

factors, organisational innovation, industry structure, and aspects of politics that have 

influenced EP practices in the three Malaysian private companies. Such analysis also 

highlights potential areas for further study which could enrich the scholarly debates in 

EP and strengthen policy-making over EP in Malaysia.  
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Chapter 9 is the concluding chapter in this thesis. This chapter offers a summary of the 

thesis, based on research objectives presented in Chapter 1. The latter part of this 

chapter explains the thesis’s academic and methodological contributions, and 

implications of these, as well as identifying the limitations of the study. It also reflects 

on further research which would essentially contribute to broadening the horizons of the 

body of knowledge and wisdom on direct and indirect EP in Malaysia. 

 

A number of Appendices may be found at the end of the thesis. Appendix A describes 

the data collection methods and the respondents’ background in three selected private 

companies. Appendix B is the application letter sent to the Malaysian private 

organisation as aim to access.  Appendix C has all the letters of invitation. Appendix D 

is ethical approval letter from the Human Research Ethics Committee, University of 

Wollongong.  Appendix E is about consent forms and information sheet for research 

respondents. Appendix F is letters from the then thesis supervisors to companies. 
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Figure 1.1: Structure of the thesis 

 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thematic Organisation, Presentation and Analysis of Data          

    
Chapter  5 

Steelco
Chapter 6 

Autoco
Chapter 7 

Posco 

Chapter 8 
Analysis and Discussion of Findings in 

Steelco, Autoco & Posco

Chapter  9 
Concluding Remarks

Chapter 1 
Introduction and Research 

Background 

Chapter 2 
Literature Review 

Chapter 3 
Research Methodology

Chapter 4 
Malaysia- Research Background 
and Context   
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Conclusion 

 

This chapter has described the background of the thesis including the research 

objectives, the significance of the study and organisation of the thesis. The next chapter 

will survey the literature on EP in order to investigate the analytical context of the thesis 

and to identify the research gap in Malaysia.   
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CHAPTER 2 

 
EMPLOYEE PARTICIPATION CONCEPTS AND MODELS  

 
 

It is generally conceded in the liberal democratic world that working people should have a right 
to participate in the making of decisions, which critically affect their working lives (Bean, 

1994:160)  
 
 
2.1. Introduction 
 
In the previous Chapter, the discussion concentrated on the background, objectives, and 

significance of this study. However the conceptualisation of employee participation 

(EP) used in the literature is not clearly defined and needs further exploration and 

explanation in order to understand and analyse the nature of EP in three Malaysian 

private sector case study firms investigated in this thesis.  

  

If we study EP in the literature, we see that many writers use different terminology 

when examining EP in the organisation (Strauss, 1979; Hyman & Mason, 1995; Markey 

& Monat, 1997b; Drucker & Looise, 2001; Markey, R. et al., 2001; Blyton & Turnbull, 

2004; Smith, 2006). According to Mitchell (1998:3) ‘the literature in this field is 

exceptionally voluminous, diverse and multidisciplinary’. For this reason, Salamon 

(1992:340) claims that EP ‘is a term which does not have a universally accepted 

meaning’. Even Pateman (1970:67) three decades ago argued that ‘although the notion 

of participation is widely used by writers on management topics it is, in many cases, left 

undefined, or if a definition is offered, that definition is very imprecise’. Since the 

definitions and concepts of participation discussed in the literature vary widely, a closer 

examination is warranted. A significant part of this literature review will explore terms 

related to EP in order to understand the difficulties in concepts and terminology.  Such 

an exploration will enhance the capacity to arrive at appropriate definitions of terms for 

this thesis. 

 

The objective of this chapter, then, is to identify the nature and attributes of EP and 

related concepts, through investigation and analysis of academic debates on EP. There 

are five sections in this chapter. First, I will explore the meanings of EP used in the 

literature. EP will be differentiated from industrial democracy and employee 
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involvement. In the next section, the capacity of employees and their representatives to 

influence management decisions will be explored and explained. Section three explains 

the nature of direct and indirect EP. This will be followed by an analysis of three major 

scholarly models of EP. The final section identifies and evaluates the gap in the 

literature, in particular with regard to Malaysia, and suggests the ways in which this 

thesis can contribute to industrial relations literature generally and the Malaysian 

literature especially. 

 
2.2. The meanings of industrial democracy (ID), employee participation (EP) and 
employee involvement (EI) 
 
 
“Participation is an extremely plastic concept: it can be moulded into many different forms, and acquires 

a wide variety of meanings for different groups of social actors” (Knudsen, 1995:5)  
 

As Knudsen notes above, ‘participation is an extremely plastic concept’. It is not 

surprising therefore that the interpretation of EP differs in different paradigms such as 

the organisational behaviour and/or human relations schools, or in organisational 

studies, industrial relations and human resource management (Dachler & Wilpert, 1978; 

Guest, 1989; Marchington, 1992; Teicher, 1992; Heller et al., 1998; Strauss, G., 1998; 

Haim, 2002; Marchington & Wilkinson, 2005). The terminology of EP may vary from 

the industrial democracy (ID), EP to employee involvement (EI) but the emphasis is still 

concentrated on this theme: to what extent does an employee or their representative 

influence workplace decisions? (Strauss, 1979; Black & Gregersen, 1997; Heller et al., 

1998). Like Heller’s argument, the Department of Employment and Industrial Relations, 

Australia (1985:1) also argues that different meanings of EP have been recognised by 

different people but ‘the common thread running through them all is employees having 

a greater say in the decisions affecting them at work’. 

 

The differences between ID, EP, and EI are reflected in a long-standing debate on the 

terminology that should be used. For instance, some people think that ID is the only real 

form of participation because they assume that this extends to the workers having some 

chance to obtain control of the organisations (Cole, 1971). Some believe participation is 

only possible when trade unions, particularly through collective bargaining, are 

involved, and can protect workers’ rights in the workplace (Clegg, 1960; Strauss, 

George., 1998a; Frost, 2000). Others consider EI as adequate to be included in the 
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definition because it is an example of management attempting to allow employees 

different forms of involvement, albeit in order to enhance organisational efficiency and 

employee commitment (Cotton, 1993; Marchington et al., 1993; Lawler et al., 1995; 

Marchington, 2005; Marchington & Wilkinson, 2005). Often these terms are used 

together in the same literature.  

 

We need to look at the use of those terms in the literature in order to clarify the 

differences in emphases and intent so that the most apt term can be identified for use in 

this thesis. Therefore, in the next section I will explore and consider the usage of these 

terms in the literature.  

 

2.2.1.  Industrial democracy  

 

In Britain, Sidney and Beatrice Webb (1902) in their book Industrial Democracy drew 

attention to the importance of the trade unions as an ideal for democratic (employee) 

organisations in nineteenth century. This can be seen in their argument that trade unions  

‘internal constitution are all based on the principles of government of the people by the 

people for the people’ (Webb & Webb, 1902:vi). That is to say, trade unions were seen 

to be established by workers through democratic processes in order to represent 

workers’ interests and rights in the industry. 

 

Furthermore, they asserted that trade unions as representative organisations in industry 

were able to represent their members’ rights, particularly in engaging in collective 

bargaining processes (CB). For instance they emphasised that 

though Collective Bargaining prevails over a much larger area than Trade Unionism, it 
is the Trade Union alone which can provide the machinery for any but its most casual 
and limited application.. Without a Trade Union in the industry, it would be almost 
impossible to get a Common Rule extending over a whole district, and hopeless to 
attempt a national agreement (Webb & Webb, 1902:178-179) 

 

Trade unions in the UK were seen to utilise collective bargaining as a mechanism to 

protect workers’ terms and conditions either in the public or private sectors. Success in 

the collective bargaining negotiation process also led to signing collective agreements 

between employers and trade unions.  
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In addition, the Webbs were also concerned over the equilibrium of legitimate concern 

between consumers and producers (both employers and workers) in order to maximise 

the welfare and equity of workers. In this context, consumers were presumed to be 

playing an important role in the production process and to have authority over 

production decisions. Under the concept of ID, as argued by the Webbs, trade unions 

should not have a role in influencing in management decisions in many areas: 

 

This is even more the case with regard to the second department of 
industrial administration- the adoption of material, the choice of 
processes, and the selection of human agents. Here, the Trade Unions 
concerned are specially disqualified, not only by their ignorance of 
the possible alternative, but also by their overwhelming bias in favour 
of a particular material, a particular process, or a particular grade of 
workers, irrespective of whether these are not the best adapted for the 
gratifications of the consumers’ desires (Webb & Webb, 1902:819) 

 

In summary, they viewed ID as part of a process where the trade unions played a vital 

role in setting up wages and conditions of employment through CB machinery, but 

without interfering in management decisions. The limitation of their arguments about 

the concept of ID also led scholars such as Cole (1971) to conceptualise ID from an 

opposite perspective.  

 

Drawing on his experience in the UK in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 

Cole (1971) offered ideas on how trade unions and their members could control their 

organisation by themselves, rather than fully relying on capital and the state. For 

instance he suggested in his book on Self-Government in Industry:  

 
I am putting forward in this book some general suggestions for industrial 
reconstruction. These suggestions are based upon the idea that the control of 
industry should be democratised; that the workers themselves should have an ever-
increasing measure of power and responsibility in control, and that capitalist 
supremacy can be overthrown only by a system of industrial democracy in which 
the workers will control industry in conjunction with a democratised State (Cole, 
1971:4)  

 
      
Cole’s assertion is that industrial democracy can only be realised in the organisations if 

the workers took control in industry through guilds (trade unions). From the nineteenth 

century, trade unions in Britain began to protest about the autocratic control of 

capitalists in the factory, and the mines, proposing instead that they could take control of 

production processes.  
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Therefore, to implement a form of socialism required the state shifting its nature to 

manifest the concern of individuals as consumers, and substituting craft unions with the 

industrial unions or guilds. These guilds would be structured on industry lines as 

National Industrial Guilds and be countervailed by Municipal Councils as organised 

representatives of consumers’ interest.  The National Industrial Guilds would represent a 

Guild Congress and Municipal Councils, which formed Parliament. In this socialist-type 

state, administrations of consumers and producers in general would be balanced in their 

powers and no sole interest would hold control (Cole, 1971:13-23). For Cole, ID was 

about self-government in industry as one of the characteristics of socialist society. In 

addition, based on Cole’s observation in the nineteenth century in Britain, the workers 

were oppressed and sought to bring the sovereignty among them in an earlier period. As 

a result, the role of guilds was ‘control of production and of the producer’s side in 

exchange: its function is industrial in the widest sense and includes such matters as 

directly concern the producer as a producer’ (Cole, 1971:36).  

 

Furthermore, Cole also argued that the role of industrial unions (guilds) should be to 

control the company’s function which would include all matters that have an affect on 

them (Cole, 1971:36). The contribution of Cole to the ID concept was that workers 

through guilds (trade unions) would be directly involved in making all manner of 

management decisions. Cole also asserted CB is not only a mechanism to decide on 

wages and terms of working conditions but it should be an instrument of decision-

making powers of employees. 

 

 In other words, this was a contrasting argument to the Webbs’ view about ID where 

trade unions can only determine wage and employment conditions through CB but not 

be involved in making management decisions with employers and the state (Cole, 

1971).  

 

In the 1960s in the UK, Clegg (1960) considered the role of trade unions and saw CB as 

an important mechanism for workers to achieve ID in industry. His arguments on ID 

also contrasted with those of Cole. Clegg (1960:21) proposed three principles of ID. 

First, the union should be independent of management and the state in order to have an 

oppositional role in the workplace. Clegg asserted that unions should have,  
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… nothing to do with management, with political parties or with the state, for they 
can only fulfil their function by bargaining with employers and bringing pressure to 
bear on governments, through political parties or otherwise. On the other hand, they 
must not become so dependent upon management, a party of the state as to  be 
directed from outside, for then they would be used for some other purpose than the 
protection of their members’ rights and interest (Clegg, 1960:114) 

 

The above quotation implies that trade unions should not ‘govern the country or manage 

industry, or take part in those processes’ (Clegg, 1960:22). In this context, Clegg argued 

that neither trade union control, nor joint control nor tripartism are acceptable within the 

ID concept. He further asserted that once the union is part of management, there is no 

ID in the workplace.  

 

Clegg’s second principle was that only unions could represent the interests of 

employees in the industry. In this situation, he opposed the idea of union’s involvement 

in management decisions such as through joint consultation committees and works 

councils. The third principle was that ownership of industry is inappropriate to the ID 

concept. If state ownership is followed by the engagement of union representatives to 

management boards, then the union may be irresponsible with regard to protecting their 

members’ rights and they should also to be totally independent from the state and 

management (Clegg, 1960:29). If the union participated with management in certain 

representative bodies, such as boards of nationalised industries for example in the UK, 

then it may lose its traditional role as a representative institution to protect workers’ 

rights.  

 

Clegg used the UK as case evidence for his argument on the third principle. For 

example, officers in mining and railway unions were appointed to the National Coal 

Board or the Transport Commission (Clegg, 1960:23). Sometimes, the officers from 

other unions served on the board of nationalised industries without resigning their union 

officer position. For example, problems could arise if both union and management 

representatives sat together on the Board of Nationalised Industry, such as the National 

Coal Board and signed an agreement which they thought the best interest for both 

parties.  Hypothetically, for example, the union members may have disliked some 

agreements that might discriminate against them. In this case, the trade unions did not 

have an opportunity to alter or change the agreements because they were tied with 
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management as part of members of the board. Therefore, Clegg’s primary argument was 

that in order to achieve a genuine ID in the industry, trade unions should play an 

independent oppositional role through CB, rather than as part of management or as the 

state committee members on bodies such as joint consultative committee, works 

councils or boards of nationalised industry.  

 

In sum, there are at least three different arguments from the Webbs, Cole and Clegg on 

the concept of ID.  The Webbs’ argument is that the role of the trade union is to set up 

wages and conditions of employment through CB without participation in management 

decision-making processes.  Drawing on different assumptions, Cole asserts that the 

union and its members should govern their organisations themselves, rather than 

depending on the state and management. A different approach again was taken by 

Clegg, who claimed trade unions should be independent from the state and 

management, and rather, play an oppositional role in order to genuinely protect workers’ 

voice in the industry   

 

However, despite the scholarly argument and often conservative approaches, many 

employers do not like any of concepts of ID as expressed by authors such as the Webbs, 

Cole and Clegg, because there were political and ideological connotations in terms of 

employees’ participation rights in the industry (Department of Employment and 

Industrial Relations: 1986). For example Davis and Lansbury (1996a:2), long time 

scholars and analysts of EP and ID, also argued that ID challenges managerial 

prerogatives through the active participation of the trade unions in the workplace.  It has 

been in light of these latter concerns that ID has been perceived as problematic since the 

last decades of the twentieth century, particularly by employers. As Davis and Lansbury 

(1996c) have also noted of ID, “… it was rarely favoured by employers who indicated 

that it smacked of a challenge to managerial prerogative.”  Similarly Black and 

Margulies (1989) consider the importance of the perceptions of ‘ideological’ concerns 

about ID. While the perceptions may not be evident in reality, it is clear that ID is not 

acceptable to many.   

 

2.2.2. Employee participation 

 

By contrast, the terms employee participation (EP) is seen as softer and more preferable  
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approach by some researchers and employers For example Davis & Lansbury (1996b) 

and Strauss (1998) represent EP as broadly addressing a range of organisational forms 

and managerial techniques in order to examine the scope of employee influence in the 

organisations. Such EP involved both direct and representative forms of participation 

(Knudsen, 1995; Markey, 2001; Marchington, 2005).  

 

EP has been defined as ‘a process which allows employees to exert some influence over 

their work and the conditions under which they work’ (Strauss, G., 1998:15). Likewise, 

the Department of Employment and Industrial Relations in Australia (1985:1) defined 

EP as ‘employees having opportunities to influence the decisions that affect them, their 

work and their work environment’. The above discussion of the EP concept emphasises 

that employees and their representatives could have some capacity to influence 

workplace decision making together with the management. The decisions could cover a 

wide range of problems at all levels of the organisation, rather than only focus on 

distributive issues such as wages and working conditions (Knudsen, 1995).  

 

During the 1970s, various forms of EP in decision-making spread all over the world, 

particularly in the USA, the UK and Western Europe (Pateman, 1970; Dachler & 

Wilpert, 1978; Lansbury & Prideaux, 1980; Strauss, 1982; Crouch & Heller, 1983). At 

this time, many European countries such as the Netherlands, Norway, Germany, and 

Sweden strengthened their participation mechanisms through legislation. In countries 

such as Australia, which lacked EP during 1980s, the government produced many 

policies on EP which encouraged the national unions and employers to jointly make 

decisions which affected workers and companies (Lansbury & Prideaux, 1980; 

Vaughan, 1983; Markey, 1988; Teicher, 1992) 

 

 Markey (2001:4) found that the term EP can range from consultation of employees over 

aspects of the production process, to codetermination in decision making by employee 

workplace representatives and managers.  EP in the decision-making process in the 

organisations is also believed to reduce the levels of job dissatisfaction and alienation, 

outcomes which have been identified as problematic in many areas of working life (see 

also Dachler & Wilpert, 1978; Wilpert, 1998). 
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2.2.3. Employee involvement 

 

In part as a substitute for EP, employee involvement (EI) is a term which entered into 

the expressions of both practitioners and academics during the 1980s and 1990s (Ackers 

et al., 1992; Lawler, Susan, & Ledford, 1992; Marchington et al., 1992; Cotton, 1993). 

In general EI appears to represent the manifestation of attempts by employers to find 

participative ways in which to manage and empower their staff (Marchington, 2005; 

Marchington & Wilkinson, 2005).  

 

The term EI was also popularised when the ideals of human resource management 

(HRM) spread out in the 1980s and 1990s to many parts of the world, particularly in 

developed countries (Marchington, 1992). Under the rubric of HRM, EI became 

synonymous with issues concerned management in involving employees in various EI 

techniques.  Such techniques included quality circles, team work, suggestion schemes 

and total quality management in order to maintain a quality of product and services in 

the organisations.   

 

Moreover, EI is established under management’s discretion, and normally it is on a 

voluntary basis (Marchington, 1996). Therefore, decisions about whether or not to 

involve employees  rests with management (Marchington, 2001).  Management also 

utilises EI to improve the organisational quality and flexibility of the employees and at 

the same time, assure the employees’ loyalty to the goals and demands of the 

organisation (Guest, 1989). Those elements - such as organisational quality, flexibility 

and employee loyalty to the goals of the organisation - are also part of human resource 

management which emphasises an individualistic and unitary ideology (Guest, 

1989:43).   

 

In the literature, EI is sometimes discussed under the topic of direct participation 

(Marchington & Wilkinson, 2005). Direct participation is related to the management 

strategy of involving employees in various management techniques such as team work, 

and TQM in organisations. Under the direct participation as part of EI, unions and other 

employees’ representative bodies such as Works Council and management-union 

committees have little or no role.  
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What the above discussion demonstrates is that the use of terminology of ID, EP and EI 

in the literature is often ambiguous and problematic and needs to be clearly 

differentiated as we can see in Table 2.1. The key differences between ID, EP, and EI.  

 

Table 2.1 Key differences between ID, EP, and EI 
Industrial Democracy (ID) Employee Participation (EP) Employee involvement (EI) 
•  ID is perceived as  linked to 
political democracy    
• Representative bodies (such as 
trade unions)  are seen to be 
actively involved as independent 
bodies as to oppose strongly the 
state and management decision-
making process   
• Conflict of interest between 
management and non-managerial 
employees always recognised  
• Trade unions have full control in 
the organisations  

•EP is a process in which employees or 
their representatives, either directly or 
indirectly influence operational and 
company strategic decisions  
 • Government or workers inspired 
some control delegated to workforce   
•Employee representatives are actively 
involved   
• Plurality of interests of management, 
union and employees are usually 
recognised and machinery for dispute  
resolution provided 

•EI practices operating at 
workplace level which are 
controlled by management    
• Management is concerned with 
improving organisational 
efficiency and performance as 
part of human resource 
management practices   
• Employees are passive 
recipients  
 • Assumes common interest 
between management and 
employees 

 

Source: Researcher’s compilation and Hyman and Mason (1995:25). 

 

2.3. Justification for selecting EP term 
 

As we can see in the Table 2.1, ID is normally related to the notion that workers,  

through the unions have power to oppose management decisions which are more 

favourable to employers rather than workers. Where ID is seen to be practised, trade 

unions and workers have evident influence or say over management decisions in the 

organisation through various roles or processes such as Worker Directors in UK, self-

management in Yugoslavia and co-determination in Germany. Indeed, in certain cases 

such as co-determination in Germany, management cannot make their decisions in the 

company alone, but rather trade unions have the power to prevent any decisions that are 

unfavourable to workers and unions (Poole et al., 2001a).  

 

EI is also not considered as an appropriate term in this thesis because there is a lack of 

clear and ambiguous term of its subject matter in the literature. In many cases, EI is also 

only as found in direct participation with rather less value ascribed to indirect 

participation activities, such as union involvement in workplace decision-making 

process, works councils, collective bargaining and joint consultation committee (Cotton, 

1993; Marchington, 2001, 2005). EI also places more emphasis on the involvement of 

employees in the management initiatives schemes such as quality circles, team briefing, 
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and total quality management without really giving importance to employees’ and their 

representatives’ capacity to make their own decisions in the company or workplace. In 

other words, EI is a management strategy where management makes decisions in the 

company and workplace. In this situation, the workers are often just following the 

management’s decisions without having any capacity to oppose or modify management 

decisions.   

 

Thus employee participation (EP) has been chosen as the preferred term throughout this 

thesis because it involves elements from both ID and EI.  The justification for this is 

that the term EP will involve both direct (management strategy) and indirect (through 

unions or workers’ representative bodies) participation. As we can see in the Table 2.1, 

some control from the workers is justified in the EP concept, such as in the case of 

works councils in the Netherlands and Germany. At the same time, most private or 

public sector organisations practised direct participation where employees will be 

directly involved in various management EP techniques (see Section 2.6.1, Chapter 2).  

 

Another justification for the use of EP in this thesis is that the term also relates to both 

pseudo and full participation (Pateman, 1970). Pseudo participation refers to the 

practice where management has already made certain decisions which they will 

persuade employees to accept. There is no opportunity for employees to influence the 

decisions that have been already made by management. Here, management has singular 

control in the decision-making process and employees and unions have no influence at 

all. On the other hand, full participation means employee and their representatives have 

the right and capacity to participate in, and influence the management decision-making 

process (Pateman, 1970).   

 

For all of these reasons, it appears that EP is the most appropriate term for this thesis.  

In order focus the ideas of the thesis further a significant question is required.  Thus 

taking EP as a core concept this thesis asks  

 

To what extent do workers or their representatives have the capacity to 
influence management decisions at the company or workplace level?  

 

 This question is significant because as discussed later in this chapter, it will indicate 
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how much employees and their representative are able to influence management 

decision-making taking account of different forms of direct and indirect participation 

(see below). 

  
2.4. To what extent do workers or their representative have the capacity to 
influence management decisions? Issues for consideration 
 

Marchington and Wilkinson (2005:400) argued the significance of understanding ‘…the 

extent to which employees are able to influence decisions about various aspects of 

management, whether they are simply informed of changes, consulted or actually make 

decisions’. Marchington and Wilkinson found that employees or their representatives 

are sometimes involved in one or two-way communication with management in the 

workplace, but that the final decisions are still in the hands of management. For 

example, formal meetings at the company level may involve two-way communication 

between managers and workers but the decisions taken in the meeting will rest with 

management (Morehead, Steele, Alexander, Stephen, & Duffin, 1997).  

 

It is the same with consultation processes, such as joint consultation committee (JCC). 

Although unions and management discuss various operational and strategic issues at the 

company level, again the final decisions are still in the hands of management. For 

example, existing data from case studies and surveys support the argument that JCCs in 

the Australian steel industry were entirely advisory, instead of representing significant 

co-decision-making powers (Markey & Reglar, 1997; see also Bertone et al., 1998). 

Elsewhere Markey (2005) examined labour-management councils (LMCs) in the 

Philippines and Korea. Although these committees are represented by management and 

workers’ representatives (unions) in equal numbers, decisions are still made by 

management. In this context, workers’ representatives and unions are only able to 

provide their suggestions or ideas through JCC or LMCs. Sometimes this is also called 

partial participation (Pateman, 1970). In partial participation, the employees have a 

chance to voice their ideas and offer some suggestions to change management 

decisions, but no real formal effect on  the final decision.  

 

In other cases workers and unions have full capacity to make decisions jointly with 

management at the company level.  Sometimes this decision-making process is referred 

to as a codetermination (Markey & Monat, 1997b; Goodijk, 2001). Codetermination 
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indicates that the employees or their representatives have formal influence on a 

company’s decision-making process. For example, works councils in Germany and the 

Netherlands will make decisions together with the management for any future 

organisational change processes which will take place in the company (Looise, 1989; 

Goodijk, 2001; Gollan, Markey, & Ross, 2002). Knudsen (2004) also demonstrated that 

trade unions and works councils in several countries in Europe have a strong board level 

representation.  

 

Nevertheless the level and content of decisions varies.  Knudsen (1995:8-9) has also 

argued for example, that subject matter covered in the participatory decisions is also 

significant. For example topics can range from trivial issues such as toilets, canteens, 

and car parks, on the one hand, to important matters such as mergers, acquisitions, and 

plant closures on the other hand. Workers and unions thus, may have the capacity to 

influence management decisions at the company level. For example, Ramsay (1996) 

demonstrated in his observation of JCCs’ practices in the UK in 1990s, that 

management and workers’ representatives / or unions discussed operational issues such 

as employee productivity and product quality, but the strategic decisions such as 

retrenchments were not covered.  

 

Parallel with above arguments, Allen (1987) has explained how decisions will be made 

at different levels of the consultation process from company to workplace level. Table 

2.2 demonstrates that employees and their representatives (unions) have more capacity 

to influence management decisions if the consultative committee has joint decision-

making capacity in the company. Other than joint decision-making committees, as we 

can see in Table 2.2, management has more capacity to influence and make their own 

decisions at company and workplace level, regardless of whether they are part of 

committees or they may come from outside the committee. For example, the Australian 

Workplace Industrial Relations Survey (AWIRS) showed that managers provided fewer 

channels for consultation for employees except for the Occupational Health and Safety 

(OHS) committee, and in this latter case, only because it was part of legislative 

requirements (Morehead et al., 1997). 
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Table 2.2 Some possible consultative arrangements 

 
 

Process Committee How decisions are 
made 

Employee influence 
on  decisions 

Informal 
Consultation  None by the manager 

Joint 
recommendation
  

Joint advisory 
by a manager who 
is not a member of 
the committee 

Joint 
consultation 

Joint consultation 
committee 

by a manager who 
is a member of  the 
committee 

Joint decision-
making 

Joint decision 
making committee by the committee 

 

  increasing 
  influence 

 
 

Source: Allen (1987:9)  
 

Table 2.2 has related to the concepts of ID, EP and EI as already discussed in Section 

2.2. From Table 2.2, the ID concept can be illustrated if the committee has a joint 

decision making capacity in the company. In such a committee, workers or unions, and 

management, will jointly make decisions which have an impact on workers and 

management. If the joint consultation committee represented by both workers or union 

representatives and management involving in decision-making process but the final 

decisions is till in the hand of management then EP is the relevant concept based on 

Table 2.2.  On the other hand, the EI concept can be explained based on the Table 2.2 if 

decisions in the company or workplace solely make by the manager separately from 

committee members or informal consultation or joint advisory committee.   

 

In considering arguments such those presented above, some scholars have argued that 

the weakness of employees’ and union’s influence in the workplace and company 

decisions via direct and indirect EP is due to the managerial prerogative of employers 

(Chamberlain, 1963; Storey, 1976; Storey, 1983; Lansbury & Wailes, 2003).  It is 

important to be clear on this term given the nature of employee participation and the 

implicit indication that in some respects EP may test managerial prerogative.  Storey 

(1976:40) argued that the terms ‘managerial prerogatives’ can be used interchangeably 

with the terms ‘management rights’ and ‘management function’. Therefore the 

definition of managerial prerogatives is: 
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the name for the remaining portion of management’s original authority and is therefore 
the name for the residue of discretionary powers left at any moment in the hands of 
managers. Every act which a manager of his subordinates can lawfully do, and without 
the consent of workers’ organisation is done by virtue of this prerogative (Wood 1956:25 
cited in Storey 1983:102)  

 

The above definition indicates that in the business context, managerial prerogatives are 

traditionally viewed as legitimate rights which confer authority on managers to organise 

and direct employees, machinery, materials and money ‘in order to achieve the 

objectives of enterprise’ (Young, 1963:241; Storey, 1976). Darrow-Kleinhaus (2001:10) 

stated that the definition of managerial prerogatives is ‘in short, exercising all the rights 

necessary to effectively and efficiently run the business’. Bergen (1940:275) argued that 

within the sphere of employment matters, these rights include: 

The absolute right of management to select, transfer, promote, demote, lay off, 
reemploy, and discharge employees on whatever basis it desired; to established rates of 
pay; to determine work standards, duties, and responsibilities; and to demand the 
cooperation of employee in whatever plans of operation were undertaken.  

 

Moreover, managerial prerogatives are frequently enshrined in law (Young, 1963). For 

example in the Malaysian industrial relations context, managerial prerogatives are 

explicitly incorporated in the Industrial Relations Act 1967 [Section 13 (3)] (Ayadurai, 

1997; Suhanah, 2002). This IR legislation clearly prohibited unions from discussing or 

negotiating issues such as hiring, firing, redundancy, promotion, transfer and the 

allocation of duties in collective bargaining (CB) (Suhanah, 2002).  

 

As noted above, management utilises ‘managerial prerogative’ as a tool for management 

to control and limit the employees’ and union’s involvement in the workplace decision-

making process. The use of managerial prerogatives by management in the workplace 

and at the company level can also be seen in direct and indirect forms of EP that will be 

discussed in the next section.  

 

In sum, as we can see from the above arguments that EP can be differentiated from ID, 

inter alia, by the fact that managerial prerogatives remain firmly embedded in the 

organisational culture and practices. EP then allows and enables employees and 

representatives to participate in a variety of ways in elements of an organisation’s 

processes beyond the scope of employees’ defined tasks in the production and exchange 
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process.  

 

The employees and their representatives (union) have limited influence on the 

management decision-making process, in part because of constraints arising from the 

fact that managerial prerogatives are enshrined in the law. The capacity and influence of 

employees and their representatives (union) in management decision-making can be 

examined through the elements of EP: direct and indirect participation. 

 

2.5. Direct and Indirect participation 

 

One way of exploring the practices and ideals of EP is by distinguishing between direct 

and indirect participation, that is between participation of employees either directly, or 

indirectly through their representatives (Dachler & Wilpert, 1978; Nel, 1984; Knudsen, 

1995:5; Strauss, G., 1998; Gill & Krieger, 1999; Poole et al., 2001a).  In this section, 

direct and indirect EP will be discussed, including the characteristics of different forms 

of participation. There are two reasons why we need to know the nature of direct and 

indirect forms of participation. First, we need to understand what factors affect how 

these forms are implemented and second, how these forms are actually operating at the 

company and workplace level (Knudsen, 1995; Wilpert, 1998). The first question relates 

to the factors relating to why organisations are keen to implement direct and indirect EP 

in the company and workplace. The second aspect is the extent to which employees and 

unions have the capacity to influence management decisions within the direct and 

indirect forms of EP. 

 

2.5.1. Direct Participation 

 

Direct EP primarily involves the direct passage of information from managers to their 

staff, including communication between the two parties, or some kind of upward flow 

of responses or ideas (Morehead et al., 1997). It engages the employees in job or task-

oriented consultation or decision-making in the production process at the shop or office 

level (Markey, 2001:4). The use of direct participation as part of management 

techniques for improvement of productivity is not only popular among Japanese 

companies, but also in Australia, the UK Europe, the USA and elsewhere (Suwa, 1993; 

Davis, E. M. & Lansbury, R. D., 1996b; Morehead et al., 1997; Cully, Woodland, 
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O’Reilly, & Dix 1999; Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, & Kalleberg, 2000; Benson & Lawler, 

2003; Kersley et al., 2006). In Japan team work is practised by 90 per cent of large 

companies in secondary industry and over 80 per cent in the services sector (Markey, 

2001:5). The Australian Workplace Employee Relations Survey (Morehead et al., 1997) 

and Workplace Employee Relations Survey in the UK (Cully et al., 1999; Kersley et al., 

2006) found that most private and public companies have practised one of the forms of 

direct EP.   

 

The type of mechanisms which can be included within direct EP are team briefings, 

house journals (newsletters or bulletins), suggestions schemes, quality circles (QCs), 

total quality management (TQM) and ISO 9000 (Marchington, 1995, 2001). The basic 

point about this form of participation is that employees participate directly, rather than 

through their representatives (Delbridge & Whitfield, 2001; Binghay, 2002).  

 

Marchington (1995:283-286) categorises direct participation forms by the nature and 

direction of the process: 

  

downward communication from managers to their staff, the principal purpose of 

which is to inform and ‘educate’ employees, and is practised via written reports 

to employees, house journals, training videos, team briefings. 

upward problem-solving, which is designed to tap into employees’ knowledge 

on an individual or collective basis through techniques such as suggestion 

schemes or quality circles. 

self-directed work teams, which aims to encourage employees take greater 

responsibility for decision-making. 

 

In general, direct participation established by employers in the workplace is seen to 

improve organisational efficiency, employees’ commitment to the company goals, and 

communication between management and employees, as well as increase employees’ 

job satisfaction (Marchington et al., 1992; Morehead et al., 1997; Cully et al., 1999). 

Marchington et al. (1992) investigated direct participation in 25 in-depth case studies 

involving 38 sites in  the UK.  They concluded that employee involvement mechanisms 

were part of management initiatives and with motives of improving communication and 

increasing employee commitment. Other studies have also supported the findings of 
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Marchington et al.(1992) (MacDuffie, 1995; Ichniowski, Kochan, Levine, Oslon, & 

George., 1996; Delbridge & Whitfield, 2001; Benson & Lawler, 2003). In addition, 

direct participation may also deal with lower level management decisions such as 

decisions on how work operations should be carried out (Knudsen, 1995:6).  

 

In Australia, Lansbury et al. (2005) undertook a new approach through examining 

contents of enterprise bargaining agreements in the automobile industry in Australia. 

Content analysis of the agreements revealed that most automobile companies in 

Australia such as Toyota, Mitsubishi, and Ford had incorporated new production 

working systems as part of implementing direct employee participation. For example, 

Toyota introduced the ‘Toyota Production System’ (TPS) based on the lean production 

concept. This concept has also been widely adopted in most of Toyota’s companies as 

well as other auto companies around the world (Kochan et al. 1997 as cited in Lansbury 

et al. 2005:337). The central elements in the TPS in Australia, which are included in the 

Toyota Enterprise Bargaining Agreements (EBAs) and awards, consist of: ‘just in time, 

quality, employees’ flexibility, elimination of waste, and balanced production’ 

(Lansbury et al., 2005:337). At the same time, as part of TPS, a Toyota Management 

System component is also included, which makes reference to teamwork, continuous 

improvement, accountability, quality circles, suggestion schemes, and employee 

development as part of direct participation. Ford and Holden have also adopted the 

same system as Toyota which is known as the Ford and Holden Production Systems.  

 

Although it can bring evident benefits to the organisation some researchers have 

different views on direct participation. Sewell and Wilkinson (1992) for example argued 

that direct participation should be regarded as wholly exploitative, providing benefits 

only to employers. Thus, even though management claims that through EP employees 

have greater opportunity to plan their own work and are empowered, it is also evident 

that direct participation mechanisms still remain clearly within the control system 

(Rees, 1998; Wilkinson, 1998; Harley, 1999; Appelbaum et al., 2000; Ramsay, 

Scholarios, & Harley, 2000). Indeed, some scholars have found that teamwork may 

actually increase peer pressure.  At Nissan, the neighbouring check system was 

implemented and the workers acted as internal customers. They monitored each other’s 

faults, and at the same they increased the pressure on each other within a team system. 

In turn this increased the pressure on other workers within the teamwork environment 
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(Sewell & Wilkinson, 1992).  While beyond the scope of this thesis, such concerns are 

worth noting in terms of the broader effects and complexity of direct forms, and also as 

counter to the idealism inherent in many claims of the benefits of direction 

participation.   

 

Certainly as is evident in the sources above, management is generally very supportive of 

direct communication practices. Marchington (1995) explained that through direct 

communication techniques, management can announce certain workplace issues directly 

to employees.  Emails for instance have become a major tool for management to 

communicate directly with employees in some countries (Markey, 2001). Many 

companies produce newsletters, bulletins or house journals which contain data about 

organisational performance, new ventures, and product development, personnel, sports, 

and social affairs (Marchington, 1992; Morehead et al., 1997; Cully et al., 1999; Foley 

& Polanyi, 2006). Many organisations are doing this to make sure that the non-

managerial employees receive information directly from management.  In addition, 

managers believe such communication encourages employees to have a high sense of 

commitment and identification with the company’s goals (Marchington, 1995).  In this 

respect, it is worth exploring the forms of direction communication more closely.  

 

2.5.1.1 Forms of downward communication  

 

Team briefings involve a small number of employees meeting with the line managers on 

a regular basis (Marchington, 2001). For example, sometimes team briefings will be 

conducted every morning or afternoon before daily work or a shift starts (Marchington 

& Wilkinson, 2005). In this manner, employees hear directly from the line manager or 

supervisors on the latest developments at the company.  Line managers are responsible 

for informing employees of any issues related to work and for encouraging team spirit 

among the workers (Morehead et al., 1997). The information is passed from  senior 

management through supervisors or charge hands to non-managerial employees 

(Marchington, 2001).  

 

Formal meetings are another form of direct face-to-face communication between 

managers and employees (Morehead et al., 1997). These include departmental meetings 

and mass meetings. The departmental meeting represents the bottom end of the 
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communication chain and enables the departmental managers to pass on information 

which they received from the higher level of management to the employees, as well as 

taking up points and issues raised by members of their own department (Markey, et al., 

2001). Such meetings are fairly informal although they may have pre-circulated 

agendas. The departmental meeting which takes place regularly is also useful for the 

head of department to get a response from his staff or convey a message from the top-

level management. Through this kind of meeting they can also tackle any immediate 

issues, which are raised within the department (Morehead et al., 1997). Sometimes in 

the company there are mass meetings between senior management and employees 

(Marchington, 1992). They enable members of senior management to address the staff 

at a given location on specific issues. They are not normally held very frequently and 

the opportunity for interaction between management and employees is more limited 

than in departmental meetings.  

 

Downward communication is the weakest form of direct participation because of the 

direction of the communication (Marchington & Wilkinson, 2000). This form is weak 

because employees are just recipients of downward communication without having any 

say or giving any feedback. Wilkinson (1998:47) also criticises downward schemes by 

arguing that  

 
such schemes incorporate workers and/or by-pass trade unions and is designed not to 
provide better information to empower workers but convince them of the logic of 
management action and hence reduce the scope for genuine empowerment. i.e. the 
opportunity to influence or change decisions.  
 

Thus from Wilkinson’s perspective, the motives for downward participation call into 

question the extent to which managers really seek real participation, or whether it is a 

shift from ‘you will do this’ to ‘this is why you will do this’. Such claims will be 

investigated further after we have undertaken the case studies in Malaysian industry in 

the next three chapters.  

 

2.5.1.2 Upward problem solving 

 

By contrast upward problem solving participation depends on employee input. Upward 

problem solving participation practices such as QCs and TQM were popular in the 
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1980s, particularly in Japanese firms (Hill, 1991). In the Malaysian context, Mansor and 

Ali (1998) and Ariffin (1997) argued that under the ‘Look East Policy’ introduced by 

the government in 1983, many public and private organisations adopted some aspects of 

the Japanese management system especially in regard to quality circles and TQM at 

workplace and company levels.  

 

Upward problem solving is designed to tap into employee knowledge and ideas, 

typically through individual suggestions or through ad hoc or semi permanent groups 

brought together for the specific purpose of resolving problems or generating ideas 

(Hyman & Mason, 1995; Marchington, 1996). These types of schemes became an 

important form of communication from the 1980s and are central to notions of ‘soft’ 

human resource management (Storey, 1995), and so called ‘bundles’ of best practice 

(Pfeffer, 1998). They also encouraged employees to offer their ideas for the 

improvement of the company’s performance (Hodgkinson, 2001; Marchington, 2001). 

Some of the forms of upward problem solving are suggestion schemes, quality circles, 

total quality management, ISO 9000, and 5S, all of which will be discussed below. 

 

2.5.1.2.1 Forms of upward problem solving 

 

A suggestion scheme can be defined as  

 
a formal definite procedure, established by management, to enable eligible employees to 
voluntarily communicate their ideas; to provide machinery to investigate and appraise those 
ideas and to reward employees whose ideas are acceptable for implementation (Marchington, 
1992:83) 

 

Marchington (1992:83) argued that this definition excluded: ‘(i) informal arrangements, 

especially in small firms, (ii) the provision of ideas for improvement which is related to 

an individual’s own job’.  

 

Rather as the definition of upward problem-solving suggests there is a formal 

machinery for processing new ideas, and for the resulting rewards under certain 

circumstances.  If an employee’s suggestion is to help the organisation to reduce the 

cost of production or to help in the improvement of productivity, then that particular 

employee receives a financial reward and other awards (Ben-Ner & Jones, 1995:541). 

 36



However, these schemes may also create bad feelings among employees who feel that 

their ideas are not appreciated by the company if there is no reward or benefit to them. 

In some cases, the employees have refused to give their ideas for improvement unless 

they will be explicitly rewarded regardless of outcome (Marchington, 2001).   

Quality circles (QCs) comprise small groups of employees who work together to 

identify, analyse and solve quality and work related problems (Marchington, 1992:86). 

Membership of QCs is voluntary but once a QC is formed it will meet on a regular 

basis. Normally a circle would consist of about ten people often from the same work 

group, but also from a range of different work areas. It is facilitated by a leader with 

help from one or more facilitators. QCs are planned in the organisations in order to 

achieve explicit company goals such as productivity and quality improvement in the 

production or service sector, as well as the increase of employees’ morale and 

commitment.  

In terms of EP, QCs have some limitations. One of the obstacles to the effectiveness of 

QCs is management support as Collard and Dale (1989) found.  Based on their UK 

research, they argued that ‘many circles programme and individual circles fail because 

of a lack of management support, the poor response to circle initiatives from 

management, a closed management style and a lack of management recognition given to 

circle activities’ 

 Total quality management (TQM) is another common upward problem solving method. 

It is broadly defined as ‘a multifaceted management technique for enhancing 

productivity through improving product quality and reorganising the production process 

(Rothschild & Ollilainen, 1999:590). TQM is also closely related to quality, customer 

focus, and continuos improvement.  

 

Indeed, one of the reasons TQM is implemented in the organisations is to achieve 

successful business performance. The success of business performance is achieved 

through satisfying customer needs, and involving all employees within the organisation 

is seen as a central contributory factor. The main elements of TQM are: emphasis on 

continuous improvement; the need for commitment from top management; the issue of 

attitudinal change and the impact of TQM on the organisation as a whole (Rahman, 

2004:412).  In the late 1990s, TQM was also discussed in the high workplace 
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performance in the literature (Gollan & Davis, 1999; Kaufman, 2003; Harley, 2005).   

 

In terms of EP, Wilkinson et al. (1997) argued that TQM provides an opportunity for 

employees to express their ideas and suggestions through the development process of 

quality management in the companies. Through the TQM approach, a bundle of 

techniques is introduced.  These can include initiatives such as QCs, suggestion 

schemes, teamwork, and problem solving teams (PSTs) in the organisation, with some 

empowerment given to employees (Marchington & Wilkinson, 2000). However, some 

scholars have criticised TQM which is practised in organisations as part of EP. 

According to Harley (1999) and Ramsay et al. (2000), management still exercises its 

managerial prerogative to control the employees who are involved in the 

implementation of TQM in the company.  This is because the final decisions are still in 

the hands of management and employees have limited empowerment in making 

decisions on TQM issues.  

 

ISO 9000 can also be seen as a form of upward problem solving which has variable 

outcomes for employees. It is a set of international standards which were created in 

1987 with the objectives of standardising quality systems in organisations (Martinez-

Lorente & Martinez-Costa, 2004). It has become a pre-requisite for many companies 

who wish to be a supplier to industrial clients. It involves various stages, such as a 

feasibility study, preparing documents, training and certification and full 

implementation (Sun, 1999:204). The objective of these standards is to provide an 

effective quality system reflecting a company’s practices for producing goods and 

services that conform to requirements. Like TQM, ISO 9000 also has been criticised 

because it is a senior management initiative program and participation of the non-

managerial employees is restricted (Tsiotras & Gotzamani, 1996; Pura, 2002). In her 

research into ISO 9000 and Employee Involvement in the Philippines industries, Pura 

(2002) found that non-managerial employees have little or no capacity to influence 

decisions in an ISO 9000 program but that the final decision with regards to ISO 9000 

issues is taken by senior management. 

 

5S is an acronym for the first five letters of Japanese words that are Seiri, Seiton, Seiso, 

Seiketsu and Shitsuke (Osada, 1991). Because these terms are perhaps a little much for 

non-Japanese, they have been translated here as organisation (Seiri), neatness (Seiton), 
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cleaning (Seiso), standardisation (Seiketsu) and discipline (Shitsuke) (Hirano, 1995). In 

a country such as Malaysia, even these terms are translated into Malay language, such 

as ‘asingan’ (Seiri), ‘susun’ (Seiton), ‘pembersihan’ (Seiso), ‘penjagaan’ Seiketsu and 

‘amalan’ (Shitsuke) (Hussin & Parasuraman, 2001:46). The meaning of 5S in Japanese, 

English and Malay are illustrated in Table 2.3.  

 

Table 2.3. The meaning of 5S in Japanese, English and Malays 

Japanese English (equivalent) Malay (Translation) 
Seiri Organisation Asingan 
Seiton Neatness Susun 
Seiso Cleaning Pembersihan 
Seiketsu Standardisation Penjagaan 
Shitsuke Discipline Amalan 

Source: Compilation by author 

 

In the 5S schemes, management formed the 5S committee in the workplace. 

Management and workers’ representatives are members of 5S committees. Normally the 

selection of committee members from the workers’ level will be nominated by the 

management. These committee will mainly focus on housekeeping, productivity, safety, 

and cost efficiency (Hirano, 1995). Again in terms of EP, workers have limited power in 

making decisions in 5S-related issues because management has final say. As 

Parasuraman and Hussin (2004) demonstrated in their research on employment relations 

in the auto industry in Sabah, East Malaysia, the majority of non-managerial workers  in 

5S committee members perceived that there was very limited power for them to 

influence the final management decisions. Although the committees have representation 

from the non-managerial employees, most of the time, management will make their 

final decisions in terms of 5S issues at the workplace. 

 

Just as downward communication was criticised, Marchington and Wilkinson (2000) 

also argued that upward problem solving is problematic because the management has 

tended to adopt a unitarist approach to encourage employees to work together to help 

solve work related problems rather than giving employees an opportunity to offer their 

ideas in areas of improvement in the company. Here, an employee’s creativity and 

opportunity to provide the best ideas are very limited. Indeed Sewell and Wilkinson 

(1992) in their research found that managers do not always provide any reward for 

employees who came up with the best ideas such as the suggestion scheme.   
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2.5.1.3. Self-directed work teams 

 

The third aspect of direct participation is self-directed work teams, which is primarily 

rooted in the human relations school philosophy (Strauss, G., 1998). According to 

Cotton (1993), the self-directed work team was a popular form of direct EP in the 

1990s. Cotton (1993) also argues that self-directed work teams give an opportunity for 

frontline workers, usually blue-collar production or clerical employees, to make 

decisions over their day-to-day work operations. The team can also be of any size, 

although, Cotton (1993) stated that in general it comprised twelve to fifteen workers. 

The team involves all of the employees in a specific area or those working on a specific 

product or process (Cotton, 1993:174). For example, in some companies, self-directed 

work teams will take over many of the human resource matters as well as interacting 

with suppliers and customers.  Benders et al. (2001) argued that team work can bring 

benefit to the organisation such as increasing the productivity of employees and 

decreasing the cost of supervision.  This argument is supported by research conducted 

under EPOC (Employee direct Participation in Organisational Change) in Europe, 

which shows that team work mainly aims for economic benefit such as improving the 

quality of products or services, or increasing pressure to reduce cost and time (Benders 

et al., 2001:46).  

 

In practice, research evidence as we discussed above indicates that non-managerial 

employees do not have capacity to influence management decisions or influence their 

own work through downward of communication, upward problem solving or in self-

directed teams work. The primary goals of direct participation are to increase not only 

levels of employee commitment to the organisation, but also to attain improvements in 

performance or productivity (Marchington & Wilkinson, 2005). Direct participation also 

deals with lower level task based decisions, focuses on work problem solving where 

employees have no ability to influence the higher level decisions in the organisations 

(Marchington & Wilkinson, 2005).  

 

Apart from the direct participation, indirect participation forms can also be established 

in the company either through legislation such as in Germany and the Netherlands or 

via initiatives by management or it may be part of a workplace agreement between 
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management and union.   

 

2.5.2.Indirect participation 

 

Indirect EP refers to policies, programmes, practices and procedures where employees 

participate in the process of management decision-making, not directly but rather via 

their representatives.  Such representatives are typically elected from employee groups, 

often but not always unions (Nel, 1984; Davis, & Lansbury, 1996b; Strauss,  1998). 

Strauss has argued that some higher level decisions such as mergers and acquisitions of 

the company, and sale of the company may be discussed with a body representing the 

employees.  This contrasts with the direct participation process where decisions are 

taken to changes to the way work is undertaken (Strauss, 1998).  Strauss (1998) further 

asserts that in terms of decision making within the department or inter-departmentally, 

certain decisions which cannot be made by supervisors, such as those which involve 

major restructuring of the company. These would be appropriately discussed at a higher 

level with an employee representative institution, such as joint consultation committees 

(JCCs) or Works Councils. In the European context, the rights for consultation and 

communication are prescribed by legislation,  such as in the Netherlands (Looise, 1989; 

Goodijk, 2001; Looise, Drucker, & Leede, 2001; Parasuraman, 2003). This issue is 

becoming more important in Europe as the European Works Council Directive has had a 

major influence on most European countries, including recently the UK (Markey & 

Monat, 1997b; Blyton & Turnbull, 2004; Knudsen, 2004; Stuart & Lucio, 2005).  

 

Indirect participation takes many forms. It may occur at the plant, divisional or 

company levels or there may even be representation on the company board of directors. 

Participative bodies may discuss the strategic, tactical, operational and welfare issues 

such as safety, health, production, social activities, and the company’s investment plans 

(Knudsen, 1995:36-37). In terms of employees’ discretion, power would range from 

consultation and advice to codetermination. We can see this influence on works councils 

in European countries, particularly in Germany, where works councils have the right to 

block any decision such as company takeovers made by the company until employers 

and employees reach agreement (Knudsen, 1995; Muller-Jentsch, 2001). If the decision 

is made by management without consent from the works council, then it is considered 

illegal by the Labour Court (Knudsen, 1995). Such powers are rare in English speaking 
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countries or in Asian countries (Marchington, 1989; Strauss, 1998; Markey et al., 2001; 

Gospel & Willman, 2003; Markey,  2005). For example, Markey (2005) suggested that 

the JCCs are more prevalent in English speaking countries such as Australia, the UK 

and the USA, where employee capacity to influence decisions is severely constrained.  

 

This section explores joint consultation committees (JCC), and collective bargaining 

(CB) respectively. As discussed in the Section 2.4 a major question of this thesis is ‘To 

what extent do workers or their representative have capacity to influence management 

decisions’.  The next section will evaluate this question through the lenses of the JCC 

and CB. These forms of EP are germane to this thesis because these  forms are practised 

in Malaysian private companies as an indirect EP form (Ahmad, 1998; Idrus, 2001; 

Todd & Peetz, 2001; Aminuddin, 2003).   

 

2.5.2.1. Joint consultation committee (JCC) 

 
Joint consultation committees are one of the forms of indirect participation where 

committee members are the workers’ and management representatives who work jointly 

together (Clegg, 1960).  In the early UK industry experience only union members were 

elected as workers representatives in the JCC and management nominated its 

representatives up to the number of workers’ representatives and appointed the 

Chairman among them (Clegg, 1960:33). However, Knudsen and Markey (2002:115) 

have argued that in countries such as Australia, representatives on the JCCs have 

sometimes been appointed by management or the union or combination of both 

management and union. Furthermore, they asserted that JCCs normally provide an 

advisory role to management, often restricted to certain issues such as productivity 

improvement.  Sometimes they will be formed for a specific situation and will exist 

only for a limited period of time and then afterwards will be disbanded. The example of 

this kind of JCC is a taskforce that established by the management to solve a specific 

problem in the workplace such as absenteeism. Once the problem has been solved this 

JCC-type taskforce will be abandoned by management.  

 
Based on the empirical research conducted in the UK, Marchington et al. (1992) 

described the process of JCC as  
A mechanism for managers and employee representatives to meet on a regular basis, in order to 
exchange views, to utilise members’ knowledge and expertise, and to deal with matters of 
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common interest which are not the subject of CB (Marchington et al., 1992:11). 
 
From the above quotation, we can see that JCCs are actually a mechanism where 

employee representatives and management might discuss many issues which have an 

impact on both parties; employees and management. However JCCs are also limited in 

terms of the capacity of workers’ representative to influence decisions in the JCC 

meeting due to managerial prerogatives in taking the final decisions (Strauss, 1998:18).  

Based on his observation in labour-management councils (LMCs) in Korea particularly 

in enterprise-based unions, Markey (2005) found that management and workers’ 

representatives have equal representation on the committees.  Management also seeks 

employees’ ideas and listens to their ideas through LMC meetings, although, the final 

decisions in the LMC were still in the hands of management.  

 

JCCs can operate at plant, divisional or enterprise levels in large firms, either in union 

or non-union sectors (Benson, 2000). Sometimes they can also take place at all levels, 

from the workplace up to corporate level.  JCCs may also take the form of a safety and 

health committee (SHC) (Marchington, 1994).  An SHC can be established under the 

health and safety legislation or initiated by the employers to resolve safety and health 

problems in the workplace (Knudsen, 1995). For example, in the UK, safety and health 

issues became an important feature in the workplace after the Health and Safety at Work 

Act (HASAW) established in 1974 (Wright & Spaven, 1999).  HASAW was extended in 

1977 with provisions for the Safety Committee and Safety Representatives Regulations.  

Based on the research in the UK offshore oil and gas industry, Wright and Spaven 

(1999) demonstrated that the trade union-appointed safety representatives played an 

important role in monitoring safety and health issues in the workplace as part of their 

terms and conditions of employment signed by management and the trade union. As in 

the UK case, SHCs were established in Malaysian private companies from 1994 

because of the Occupational Safety and Health Act 1994 (Aun, 1991; Ayadurai, 1997; 

Aminuddin, 2003).  

 

According to Todd and Peetz (2001:1381), other sorts of JCCs in Malaysia include the 

sports and recreation committee, the canteen committee, the Muslim association 

committee, the suggestion committee and religious affairs committee. These kind of 

committees were usually discussed in the literature under issues regarding social affairs 
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as part of employee participation mechanisms (Johnstone, Wilkinson, & Ackers, 2004).   

 

It is important to understand and evaluate the representation of committee members in 

the JCCs in order to examine the extent to which EP is effective at the workplace and 

company level (Marchington, 1994; Levin & Chiu, 1997; Markey & Monat, 1997a; 

Gollan & Markey, 2001). According to Markey (2001:5) the committee members 

selected in JCCs usually comprise equal numbers of representatives of management and 

employees/or union representatives. In this case, their membership might be appointed 

by management or unions or a combination of both, or they may be elected by the 

employees. Therefore, as emphasised in the Section 2.4, the capacity of employees or 

their representatives (union) to influence management decisions will also depend on 

their membership as a proportion of the total committee members in the JCC.  

 

Marchington (1992) in his book Managing The Team, asserted that JCCs were 

introduced in a company for several reasons. First, JCCs can enhance efficiency by 

increasing the stock of ideas, which are available within the organisation because of the 

wider exposure of an issue or problem. Secondly, it has been suggested that JCCs will 

reduce industrial action in the company because there is an opportunity for employees 

or their representatives to express their views prior to decision-making. For example, 

JCC members have a chance to offer their ideas especially when the company is 

involved in organisational restructuring or a merger process.  Simmons and Lansbury 

(1996) also demonstrated in their research on consultation and participation in the 

Australian Ford that management will involve the union through the JCC when making 

any organisational structuring initiatives in the company. This was found to actually 

reduce tensions among employees or within the union, because the worker 

representatives knew in advance through JCC meetings what was planned for the 

company in near future.  

 

The third reason that JCCs can enhance efficiency is that they may lead to an increase in 

employee satisfaction (Morehead et al., 1997; Cully et al., 1999).  Marchington et al. 

(1992) in their research in the manufacturing industry in the UK, for example, identified 

increased individual employee satisfaction with the fact that their representative had a 

place on the JCCs.  Such representation, they felt, allowed the employee representatives 

to convey their opinions or respond to initiatives from the management. Conversely the 
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removal of the JCC may create dissatisfaction among employees.  

 

The experience of JCCs in the UK is useful because the form and process of JCCs 

draws from the tradition of the Whitley committees which have also influenced 

employment practices in  Malaysia.  Formerly under the UK colonial administration, 

Malaysia was therefore influenced by the Whitley Committee principles and practices. 

(Ramasamy, 1994; Idrus, 2001; Parasuraman, 2004).  While the Whitley Committee 

ideals will be considered further in Section 2.6. in this Chapter, some preliminary 

discussion will be useful.  It is important to note for example that Ramsay (1977) 

reported that JCCs have had a long history and can be traced from the Whitley 

Committee in 1917 - 1918. This influence declined in the inter-war years, and revived 

during World War II, only to decline again during the 1950s and 1960s due to the 

development of shop steward organisation at the workplace level.  They became a 

preferred method again in the 1970s and early 1980s until fading out to a fair extent in 

the late 1980s and the beginning of 1990s, at the same time as the decline of the trade 

union and the expansion of human resource management development within a non-

union environment (Cully et al., 1999; Dundon & Rollison, 2004). Nevertheless 

Whitley type committees have continued to play a role in the UK.  Thus, from the 

Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS) in 1998 in the UK, four types of 

JCCs were identified: workplace committees; workplace and higher-level committees; 

higher-level committees and European works councils (EWCs) (Cully et al., 1999:98-

99). The WERS survey also indicated that JCCs were more popular in larger 

corporations than in small and medium organisations.   

 

There are evident limitations to the broad effectiveness of JCCs. From their research on 

JCCs, Ramsay (1991) and Johnstone et al. (2004) found in the UK that sometimes the 

JCCs only deal with trivial issues such as toilet facilities or the car park, which are of 

less significance for employees.  In non-unionised firms, management has even more 

say or control in JCC meetings with the corollary that employees have less voice.  

(Gollan, 2003a; Hall & Terry, 2004; Edwards et al., 2006).  In most cases, management 

initiates discussions, proposes solutions and finally obtains agreement (Marchington, 

1994). Apart from these limitations, Strauss (1998) pointed out from his observations 

and research evidence in the US private sector, that JCCs are normally set up to assist 

upward communications as well as to allow senior management to pass information to 
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the shopfloor employees via the JCC, particularly about decisions already made.  

 

Based on his observations in investigations of the JCCs in the UK, Ramsay (1996) 

offered an even more critical argument which was quite different from that of 

Marchington’s (1992), as it was discussed earlier in this chapter.  Based on research in 

the early 1990s, Marchington argued that one of reasons for companies to establish a 

JCC in the UK industry was to increase employee satisfaction.  In contrast, Ramsay 

(1996) argued for divergent interests between management and employees’ 

representatives in the role and function of JCCs.  From their own perspective, argued 

Ramsay, management is interested in gaining support and cooperation from employees 

so that they will commit to organisational goals such as increased productivity, and 

employee commitments. By contrast, employees’ representatives may be more 

interested in resolving grievances and influencing decisions on important matters.  

Indeed, Ramsay (1996) asserted that his research indicated that sometimes JCCs may 

create rivalries between management and employees’ representatives and that this 

relationship may become even worse than before the JCCs were established.  

 

2.5.2.2. Collective bargaining (CB) 

 

In 1986, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) adopted Convention 154, which 

gave an operational definition of CB. ILO defined CB as   

 
all negotiation between employers (employers’ organisations) and workers’ organisation for the 
purpose of determining terms and conditions of employment and / or regulating relations 
between them (International Labour Organisation, 1986:1-2).  

 

The objective of CB is to decide on agreed terms and conditions of employment and the 

ways in which employment issues such as individual grievances, collective disputes and 

disciplinary matters are to be resolved at the workplace, company and national levels. 

CB is actually a joint negotiation between the management and trade union. Flanders 

(1975) argued that workplace bargaining or joint regulation represented the most 

democratic alternative for workers and unions to influence management decisions. For 

example, he argued that workplace bargaining 

apart from providing protection, it also permits participation. A worker through his 
union has more direct influence on what rules are made and how they are applied that 
he can ever exercise by his vote over the laws made by the Parliament (Flanders, 
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1975:10)  

 

In addition, Bean (1994) also argued that CB should be considered as an effective EP 

mechanism in which workers and unions could be involved in the management 

decision-making process.  However, he also noted that there were other more formalised 

forms of EP such as worker directors, JCCs, co-determination, and works councils 

which might be seen as competing with CB.  To evaluate this, he considered the 

example of India and Pakistan where the introduction of other types of EP machinery 

had not slowed down the development of CB at the firm level.  Indeed, it still plays a 

dominant role as a mechanism for EP.  Bean (1994) further argued that as long as 

employees are generally acting through their representatives and have an influence on 

the decision-making process via CB at the level of the firm, then it can be clearly 

identified as a form of EP.  

 

Similar to Bean’s argument, Marchington and Wilkinson (1996) asserted that under CB, 

trade unions and management will reach an agreement, rather than management 

imposing decisions unilaterally as was the case in the some situations involving JCCs 

noted earlier in this chapter.  Based on their research on employee participation in 1990s 

in the UK, Marchington and Wilkinson (1996) demonstrated that management chose to 

work with the union, rather than against them: 

Firstly, management may regard trade union representation as an essential 
part of communication process in larger workplaces. Rather than being 
forced to establish a system for dealing with all employees, or setting up a 
non-union representative forum, trade unions are seen as a channel which 
allows for the effective resolution of issues concerned with pay bargaining or 
grievance handling. It is also the case that reaching agreement with union 
representatives, in contrast to imposing decisions, can provide decisions with 
a legitimacy which otherwise would be lacking. It can also lead to better 
decision making as well ((Marchington & Wilkinson, 1996:237) 

 

The above comments suggest that in the CB process, management and union will be 

involved in the decision-making process in order them to reach a mutual agreement in 

the end, although they may face some conflict in the beginning of bargaining process. 

As Marchington and Wilkinson commented above, in some cases CB also will be used 

as a mechanism for effective dispute resolution, particularly when handling grievances 

among workers and management in the workplace.  
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The above discussion indicates that there are clear differences between direct and 

indirect forms of EP.  In large part these differences rest on employees’ and union’s 

capacity to influence and participate in the management decision-making process.  In 

direct participation processes, employees are involved in solving daily job related issues 

through direct communication either with their superior or through teamwork, in QCs 

and problem-solving teams. The focus of direct participation is on operational or tactical 

issues in the workplace (Knudsen, 1995).  On the other hand, indirect participation 

forms such as JCCs and CB will involve management, union, and employees’ 

representatives in the organisational decision-making process. That said, it is worth 

noting that research evidence (Kessler & Purcell, 1996; Strauss, G., 1998; Benson, 

2000; Knudsen & Markey, 2002) suggests that JCCs are limited to the English speaking 

countries.  These include the US, the UK and Australia where unions or employees’ 

representative have less capacity to influence management’s final decisions, compared 

to CB. In CB, management and unions have the opportunity to negotiate workers’ 

salaries and working conditions and in the end they will reach and sign a collective 

agreement (CA) (Bean, 1994). It is different if JCCs are compared with CB.  Despite 

several discussions in JCC meetings among management and workers, management 

nevertheless has significantly more influence on the final agreements than is the case 

following CB (Davis, E. M. & Lansbury, R. D., 1996b; Markey, Raymond., 2005).  

 

2.6. Scholarly debates on employee participation models 
 

The central question in this thesis focuses on how and why different forms of direct and 

indirect EP have developed in different companies in Malaysia. To answer this question, 

we need to explore the scholarly literature more thoroughly, most notably, the 

arguments proposed by industrial relations/employment relations scholars, who have 

developed models which seek to why companies establish and implement direct and 

indirect EP forms at the company and workplace levels. There are three major models 

that scholars use. They are  

 the cycles of control model (Ramsay, 1977, 1983; 1993) 

 the contingency model  (Ackers et al., 1992; Marchington et al., 1993) 

and  

 the favourable conjunctures model (Poole et al., 2001a; Poole, M., 

Lansbury, R. D., & Wailes, N., 2001b). 
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All three models have received much attention in the EP literature in the last three 

decades. As well, there are several macro-micro factors that influence firms to develop 

various forms of direct and indirect EP at the company and workplace level which are 

discussed in models of EP.  

 

2.6.1. Cycles of control  

 

Although the longest standing model of EP, Ramsay’s (1977) ‘Cycles of Control’ model 

continued to receive great attention in the literature of EP even after  his death in 2000.  

To honour his contribution to the model of EP, Harley et al. (2005a) published an edited 

book under the title of Democracy and Participation and Democracy at Work: Essays in 

Honour of Harvie Ramsay. Ramsay had explained that there are certain patterns or 

‘cycles’ of employee participation which can be distinguished over time. The central 

argument of Ramsay’s thesis is founded on the assumption that during the periods of 

economic growth and prosperity in the UK have been traditionally accompanied by 

increased levels of trade union activity. Therefore employers’ efforts to harness greater 

EP are intensified as the influence of the union increases. Conversely, during periods of 

recession or economic stagnation, employer interest in participation diminishes as trade 

union activity wanes (Ramsay, 1977) 

 

Ramsay argued workers’ participation in the UK had waxed and waned since the mid-

nineteenth century, taking on diverse forms at different times. For example, profit 

sharing was an important form throughout the late nineteenth century. Later, joint 

consultation (variously through the Whitley committees and joint production 

committees) grew in significance during and just after the two world wars. For instance, 

there was a rise in profit sharing schemes as employers worried about the risk of 

unionisation, particularly from the general unions in the 1880s and 1890s.  In the three-

year period 1889 to 1892, Ramsay (1977:484) declared that eighty-eight new 

participation forms were developed compared with forty throughout the preceding 

fifteen years. Subsequently to this expansion, the amount of new schemes decreased 

significantly, and several of these forms diminished or were abandoned. In the same 

way, the Whitley committees covered around 3.5 million workers in the peak years, but 

later in the 1920s they declined significantly. Ramsay noticed that ‘this shows the 

magnitude of this participation wave compared with earlier ones…It also reveals its 
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limits, for this peak lasted only a short time and covered areas not previously well 

organised’. (1977:488) 

 

Nevertheless a similar pattern reappeared with the third wave in the 1940s, with amount 

of Joint Production Committees (JPCs) reaching more than 4,500 in 1944 but they fell 

to 550 four years later (Ramsay, 1977). In the 1960s and 1970s, the focus had already 

changed to new forms of participation such as productivity bargaining and worker 

directors. The point is that attention to employee participation appeared to emerge, grow 

very quickly and afterwards decrease as quickly. From this scenario, Ramsay concluded 

that after an early enthusiasm, participation forms have a tendency to lose their 

importance and impetus as managements come to recognise that they offer very little. In 

brief, Ramsay (1977:496) argued that EP occurred primarily in phases of high union 

activity and were designed to  

 

 have occurred from the managerial reaction to threats to its power 

from labour; 

 be planned to avoid the threat from the labour by offering a greater 

involvement in whatever schemes in the management of financial 

success of the enterprise; 

 highlight  a consensual, unitarist ideology; and 

 not be used or were disestablished by management when the threat to 

its authority had been removed.  

 

The ‘cycles of control’ model had its origin in a Marxist conflict explanation which 

means the interest of capital and labour could never be reconciled without primary 

alteration to the nature of ownership and employment (Ramsay, 1983). Within this 

perception, participation forms were to be handled with caution, if not disregarded, 

because they provided employees with misleading and eventually false possibility to 

collaborate with employers for questionable benefits.  In a subsequent publication, 

Ramsay (1983:219) developed the ‘cycles thesis’ in the context of early 1980s 

Thatcherism industrial relations, claiming that the potential for industrial democracy 

had been ‘swept under the carpet’ through the new managerial hostility.  

 

The strength of Ramsay’s model on ‘cycles of control’ is that is it offers insights into the 
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nature of EP from the historical and sociological perspective in the UK environment 

(Harley et al., 2005b). Based on historical analysis of EP in the UK, Ramsay  argued 

that employers introduced participation schemes when labour and union are strong and 

oppose management authority, but that initiatives to develop participation schemes 

diminish when labour and union  power are weak.  

 

One of his contributions in the EP literature has been to challenge unitarist assumptions 

found in the literature in 1960s and 1970s based on the assumption that it is impossible 

to create ‘win-win’ environment which both management and employees benefited from 

the participation schemes. In fact he argued that conflict underlying the management-

labour relationship determines restrictions on the possibility of participation schemes. In 

this context, Ramsay concluded that ‘because of the structural conflict inherent in 

capitalism, the wholesale transformation of economy and society would be required 

before genuine industrial democracy could prevail’ (Harley et al., 2005a:3).  

 

Ultimately Ramsay’s thesis on ‘cycles of control’ was countered by Ackers et al. (1992), 

Marchington et al. (1992) and Marchington et al. (1993).  These researchers have 

contended that the ‘cycles of control’ model does little, for example, to explain the 

reasons for management’s adoption of EP in the 1980s onwards. In the 1980s and 1990s 

in the UK, union power was greatly weakened following membership decline. One of 

the reasons for this decline was the Thatcher’s government’s hostility to unions as 

evident and enacted in nine pieces of legislation.  Apart from government policy, other 

reasons such as employers’ attitudes and policies towards trade unions, economic crisis, 

composition of employment, changes in industry structure (especially decline of 

manufacturing also explained the fall in trade union membership in the UK (Tailby & 

Winchester, 2005).  Workers were also unwilling to challenge management authority at 

this time, so the cycles model would have predicted waning participation (Ackers et al., 

1992).  

 

In fact, Marchington et al. (1992) argued that the environment for labour-capital 

relations in the 1980s and 1990s era was quite different from the 1970s because 

employers were never under any threat from the workers in the UK. These later scholars 

argued that  the form and schemes of EP were already practised in firms and were 

mostly initiated by the management to get support from the employees through diverse 
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practices of information-sharing and consultation.     

 

The criticism of Ramsay’s model by Ackers et al. (1992) and Marchington et al. (1993) 

was that he focussed  too much on the relations between capital and labour based on a 

Marxist analysis of work in the UK. This resulted in the relative neglect of examining 

multiple contingency factors such as managers’ beliefs, human resource management 

practices, and organisation structural and modernisation process at the micro level, that 

is within the company or organisation (Ackers et al., 1992; Marchington et al., 1993). It 

also appeared inadequate to explain more recent progress in direct participation (Geary, 

2003; Wilkinson, Dundon, Marchington, & Ackers, 2004) where there were many new 

initiatives on participation forms according to Ramsay, one would expect decline. In 

response to the apparent limitations the ‘cycles of control’ model’s limitation, Ackers et 

al. (1992) and Marchington et al. (1993) proposed a waves or contingency model in 

order to study and understand the patterns of EP practices at the firm level in the 1980s 

and 1990s.  

 

2.6.2. Contingency model and farewell to cycles 

  

Marchington et al. (1993) found that in the 1980s, union density dropped tremendously 

in the UK but that management still established JCCs for employees to participate in the 

decision-making process, and that workers were able to give their views through this 

mechanism. This evidence does not support the ‘cycles’ model because in a longitudinal 

case study research in the UK, Marchington et al. (1993) demonstrated that employers 

in the UK were still concerned about EP although union density was declining. These 

scholars argued that there are other contingency factors that let employers introduce 

different forms of employee involvement.  

To test Ramsay’s cycles model, Ackers et al. (1992) conducted EP research at the 

company level. They noted that Ramsay himself had also acknowledged that ‘the weak 

predictive power of the cycles analysis in this period (1980s), and called for more micro 

level analysis, without, as yet, looking for a fundamentally different approach’ (Ackers 

et al., 1992:273). Their research findings from the eighteen organisations in the UK 

firms demonstrated that the EP schemes are mixed and there were waves of interest 

among employers in different organisations. They found that in larger manufacturing 
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firms, EP was both direct and indirect. EP forms included team briefings, joint 

consultation committees, collective bargaining, teamwork, and customer care programs. 

In the 1980s, with the spread of the human resource management (HRM) patterns in 

companies directly impacted on the implementation of EP (Marchington, 1995). In other 

words, within the concept of HRM, Marchington (1992) found in the UK that 

employers implemented various forms of EP, particularly direct participation, as the 

means to generating loyalty  and commitment from the workers than to the unions. 

Management in the 1990s was also keen to introduce EP  because of product market 

pressures (Ackers et al., 1992). In  response to such pressures, companies become more 

concerned about the quality of the product. A similar scenario applies to the service 

sector (Sturdy & Korczynski, 2005). The customer care programme became a major 

element in the service industry. Management would involve employees in the EP 

program training in order that they provided the best product and service quality, and so 

achieved improved productivity, profitability and market share (Marchington et al., 

1993:560).  

 

Marchington et al. (1993) argued that the patterns of EP in particular workplaces were 

influenced as much by relations within management as they were by relations between 

managers and workers. For example, the research of Ackers et al. (1992) on eighteen 

UK companies showed that some of companies although the HRM Departments 

promoted EP programmes, sometimes it would be also championed by other line or 

general managers to show their interest in implementing EP in workplaces. Ackers et al. 

(1992) found  that other departments such as marketing, public relations, corporate 

affairs were also overlapping with the HR Departments to promote EP activities in the 

workplace. However, sometimes because of internal rivalries and divisions within the 

management, and also reflecting employees’ doubts over the purpose of the EP 

programs, these programs may not be continued (Marchington et al., 1993:572-573).  

 

Therefore, they argued that the implementation of EP forms in the organisation are not 

determined cyclically by economic cycles but rather as an outcome of the values and 

beliefs of managers at the firm level (Ackers et al., 1992; Marchington et al., 1993). 

Managers also have the choice to retain, reform or drop any of the EP schemes in the 

workplace (Marchington et al., 1993; Holden, 2004).  
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However, the contingency model which was developed by Ackers et al. (1992) and 

Marchington et al. (1993) only concentrated on the UK environment. It does not explain 

some of important macro variables such as economic conditions, technology, cultural, 

ideology, and legislation which also reshape the practice of EP at the firm and 

workplace level outside the UK. Second, Ackers et al. (1992) and Marchington et al.  

(1993) place too much emphasis on EP from the managers’ perspective in order to 

identify the reasons for introduction of EP at the company level. They also do not 

include union and non-managerial employees who are actually playing a vital role in the 

implementation of EP at the workplace and company level (Gollan & Markey, 

2001:340).  

 

In general then, a weakness in the cycles of control model is that Ramsay over- 

emphasised macro level factors that explain the different patterns of EP forms over 

different economic cycles. They also focused only on the UK experiences. On the other 

hand, the contingency model proposed by Ackers et al. (1992) and Marchington et al. 

(1993) emphasised the micro level (company level) to explain the pattern of EP as based 

on a management perspective. Both models are tested in the UK only and cannot be 

generalised to other parts of the world.  

 

It was perhaps not surprising then, that, Poole et al. (2001a; 2001b) developed a 

favourable conjunctures model of EP to explain the patterns of EP from the global 

perspective, but particularly in the developed countries such as Germany, the UK, the 

USA and Australia. This model also sought to overcome on the weaknesses in cycles of 

control and contingency models. In the favourable conjunctures model, Poole et al. 

argued that both macro and micro factors were influential.  Thus factors such as 

cultural, macro economic conditions, the role of state, the legislation, and ideology led 

firms to implement different forms of direct and indirect EP at the company level.  

Beside these macro factors, Poole et al. also argued that strategic choices and power of 

principal actors of industrial relations, including the employers, the government, and the 

unions, also influenced organisation to establish various forms of EP at the firm level.  
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2.6.3. A favourable conjunctures model   
 

According to Poole et al. (2001a), the cyclical and contingency models do not clearly 

explain the richness of EP forms globally. This leads to the identification of bundles of 

different variables that help to explain various patterns of historical movement within 

EP development globally (Poole et al., 2001a). In this context, Strauss (1998b:184) 

argues that ‘history doesn’t follow a straight line’. Occasionally it is cyclical and 

sometimes unpredictable changes occur in organisations.   

 

Such assumptions are the basis for the favourable conjunctures model.  Diverse 

variables influencing the development of EP are recognised such as the power of the 

actors (Poole, 1986;  Mitchell, 1998), diverse initiating agents (labour, the state and the 

management) (Poole, 1986; Davis, & Lansbury, 1996b; Strauss, 1998), institutional 

forces, and finally organisational structural and innovation changes at the firm level 

(Davis, & Lansbury, 1996b; Marchington, 2005).  The favourable conjunctures model 

also allows investigation of the explanatory factors which encourage or constrain EP at 

the firm level, which are central issues for the research questions for this thesis.  For 

example, in Malaysia, the role of the state, through various industrial relations laws has 

become a constraint for EP development, particularly if we observed EP practices at the 

firm level (Todd, Lansbury, & Davis, 2004).  Similar patterns can also be seen in the 

English speaking countries, including Australia, the UK, and the USA (Strauss, 1998a; 

Knudsen & Markey, 2002; Gold, 2005; Marchington, 2005). 

 

This model is separated into four main sets of variables that influence the development 

of different forms of EP.  These include macro conditions (external to the organisation), 

strategic choices of the actors, the power of the actors, and organisational structures and 

processes at the level of the firm. The macro variables that shape the development of EP 

consist of structural variables - for example, economic and technical conditions, and 

subjective variables, including the culture and ideologies within given nations that 

either support or restrict EP and the legal framework and the political structure.  

 

The formation of specific practices of EP relies on the strategic choices of the actors 

within this context (Poole, M., 1986).  In fact, various strategic choices of management, 
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state, and union will result to the implementation of EP at firm level also due to macro 

factors such as product market, legislation, and technology development (Kochan & 

Osterman, 1994; Poole, 1999). Child (1997:45) defined strategic choice as ‘the process 

whereby power holders within organisation decide upon courses of strategic action’. As 

companies face challenges from environmental phenomena such as economic crisis, 

technology advancement, and product market competition, employers have to make 

right strategic choices and decisions to overcome such dilemmas (Deery & Purcell, 

1989; Child, 1997; Poole, 1999). Kochan et al. (1984) applied strategic choice theory to 

the industrial relations field.  Kochan et al. argued economic conditions, product market 

competition, business cycles, and technology advancement will influence employers in 

their strategic decisions which have an impact on a company’s competitiveness in the 

long term. Thus in the strategic choice dimension, employers will have multiple choices 

whether to: 

 stay or leave the business 

 consult and inform employees 

 centralise or decentralise the structure of bargaining 

 have high or low cost production 

 encourage or discourage  unions 

 reinvest, to open new plant or technological change 

(automation) or 

 sub-contract the business (Kochan et al., 1984:24; Deery 

& Purcell, 1989:460) 

 

The above employers’ choices are crucial for them to take a proactive strategic approach 

in the long term in order to sustain business competitiveness in the global trade market.  

Deery and Purcell (1989:459) pointed out that matters such as EP programmes, and job 

evaluation are generally the subject of corporate level decisions making. Management 

also played a key role in shaping organisation structure and its long term business plan.  

Poole et al. (2001) showed that by drawing on the strategic choice theory of Kochan et 

al. (1984), they could show in their favourable conjunctures model that the strategic 

choices of the principal IR actors, such as employers and unions, will determine the 

development of direct and indirect EP forms at the company level.  

 

In addition, the distribution of power between the key actors is of absolutely critical 
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importance. For example, high trade union membership may result in collective 

bargaining which is becoming an importance form of EP.  The powerful potential of the 

state’s role in developing laws on EP can establish legislative-based representative 

forms such as codetermination and works councils in Germany and the Netherlands.  

 

In the favourable conjunctures model Poole et al. (2001a) also emphasised that the 

implementation of certain forms of EP were not only influenced by the macro factors, 

strategic choice and power among the industrial relations actors but were also due to 

organisational modernisation or innovation at the company level.  In Australia, 

employers implemented various forms of EP at the firm level in the 1980s and 1990s 

due in large part to restructuring and modernisation (Davis, E. M. & Lansbury, R. D., 

1996a). That was not the only reason however.  External factors such as product market 

competition, globalisation of trade and changes in the legislation by the state were an 

impetus for EP, especially direct EP (Davis & Lansbury, 1989; Ackers et al., 1992; 

Davis, E. M. & Lansbury, R. D., 1996b; Lansbury, Davis, & Simmons, 1996; Brown & 

Ainsworth, 2000).  Many employers in the 1980s and 1990s, in countries such as the 

UK and Australia, had become much more interested in  direct participation forms (e.g. 

total quality management, suggestion scheme, customer care program, and team 

briefing), rather than indirect participation (e.g. joint consultation) (Ackers et al., 1992; 

Marchington et al., 1992; Davis, E. M. & Lansbury, R. D., 1996b).   

 

Figure 2.1: A model of the comparative analysis of industrial democracy 
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From the discussion of the three models presented above, three key issues can be 

summarised. First, based on his cycles of control model Ramsay argued that EP was 

introduced by employers when labour power was strong and EP gradually diminished 

when the power of labour was weak. He observed EP in the UK from the historical and 

political perspectives. Second, the cycles of control model which led to Ramsay’s over 

emphasis on macro level factors motivated Ackers et al. (1992) and Marchington et al. 

(1993) to develop the contingency model in 1990s. The contingency model focuses 

more on the micro level factors such as product market competition, influence from the 

human resource management philosophy, and management’s own strategic choices. 

These factors were seen influence firms to implement various forms of direct and 

indirect participation. This model was also tested in the context of UK. Third, taking 

account of the limitations of the cycles of control and contingency models, Poole et al. 

(2001a) developed the favourable conjunctures model based on the evidence that 

various internal and external factors influenced companies over what forms of EP they 

would implemented.  They also emphasised that various forms of EP also determined by 

the strategic choices and the power of the industrial relations actors.  

 

The efficacy of these models needs further investigation, not only because there are still 

some aspects that may be weak but also because they have mainly been researched in 

western economies especially English speaking countries. Investigation in an Asian 

context, such as Malaysia will provide opportunities for understanding the nature of 

models generally and EP in Malaysia specifically.  Indeed the literature surveyed in this 

chapter suggests that there is a significant gap in EP research in the Malaysian private 

sector. The next section will discuss this research gap.  

  
2.7. The problems and gaps in EP research with particular reference to Malaysia 
 

While there is a long and extensive body of research on EP, there has been no specific 

study conducted in Malaysia on EP which includes both direct and indirect EP. 

Moreover studies on EP in Malaysia have been conducted largely through an 

organisational behaviour perspective employing a quantitative approach (Lunjew, 1994; 

Zin, 1998; Naceur & Varatharajan, 2000). In addition, most previous research in 

Malaysia has focused on the public sector.  The researchers in these studies have 
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generally emphasised the effects of EP and its implications for non-managerial 

employees, particularly with respect to job performance, job satisfaction and 

organisational commitment. Therefore, these studies did not cover contextual factors, 

such as the role of the state, labour law, labour code, foreign direct investment, and 

technology advancement.  They also neglected important variable such as company 

restructuring and reorganisation process which are significant in shaping the nature of 

EP at the firm level. Some empirical research on industrial relations and EP in Malaysia 

will identify the nature of this significant research gap. 

 

Todd and Peetz (2001) studied industrial relations practices at the firm level in the 

Malaysian private sector. In this study, they emphasised briefly nature of EP at the 

company level. For example, Todd and Peetz (2001:1379) demonstrated in the 

Malaysian firms ‘management, not surprisingly, are preferring to retain their high level 

of workplace power as exemplified by the lack of introduction of genuine consultative 

committees’. However, the lack of genuine consultative committees and the extent of 

management power both need further investigation. Furthermore, although these 

scholars highlighted the lack of genuine EP and managerial control at the firm level in 

Malaysian workplaces they did not really explain why there is a lack of genuine EP or 

how management control was sustained, in detail. 

 

Parasuraman (2002) conducted research on EP in the two state-owned enterprises in 

Sabah, East Malaysia. The main gap in this research revolved around methodological 

problems. His findings show that in both companies, the managers were very positive 

towards practices and the outcome of EI implementation. The managers believed EP 

enhanced job satisfaction, commitment, and job performance among non-managerial 

employees. The data on his research EP practices in these two enterprises came from the 

managers only (Parasuraman, 2002). By contrast, Gollan and Markey (2001:340) argue 

persuasively that it is important to understand the perceptions of managerial, non-

managerial employees and unions if there is to be clear appreciation of the nature, 

extent, and effective of EP practices at the level of the firm. 

 

On the other hand, Todd et al. (2004) argue that Malaysian industrial relations is still 

practised as a traditional system, demonstrating a tight control on the labour movement 

with restricted union bargaining power in the workplace. This is despite the fact that 
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Malaysia is now moving to an advanced level of information communication 

technology (ICT). Todd et al. (2004) also propose that some industrial relations reforms 

at the organisational and workplace level are needed in order to keep parallel with ICT 

development. One of the issues they emphasised in their research is EP. They briefly 

indicated that historically EP forms such as JCCs are not well developed at the firm 

level in Malaysian private companies. However, they do not explore in depth why the 

JCCs are not well developed at company level, nor how joint consultation is practised in 

the present situation in the Malaysian firms particularly in the private sector. 

 

They did, however, consider the Code of Conduct for Industrial Harmony 1975, and its 

influence on EP. According to Todd et al. (2004), historically EP was discussed under 

the Code of Conduct for Industrial Harmony 1975. Under this Code, employers agreed 

to establish regular consultative arrangements with union and employees at the firm 

level. However, this aspect needs more investigations in order to understand why the 

government, employer and union agreed to introduce the Code as well as the extent of 

its effectiveness in enhancing EP practices at the firm level. Hence, in this study the 

Code of Conduct of Industrial Harmony will be explored in detail in Chapter 4, as well 

as in the research conducted with the case study companies.  Thus the effectiveness of 

this Code on EP will also be considered in Chapters 5, 6 and 7.  

 

2.8. Research questions 

 

The gaps and problems in the EP literature, particularly with respect to Malaysia, give 

rise to a central research question. In unpacking this central question it becomes 

apparent that three other subsequent questions need to be addressed. These research 

questions are significant in order to explore the nature of EP, particularly in the 

Malaysian private sector.  

 

First, the central research question that proposed in this study is  

 

Why are different forms of EP developed in different companies in the 
Malaysian private sector?  

 
More specifically in answering the major question, the research project addressed the 
following three sub-questions: 
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 In what ways do management, unions and non-managerial employees perceive 

the objectives of EP in the three private case study companies in Malaysia? 
 

 What are the different forms of EP established in these three Malaysian private 
companies and how do these forms actually operate at the company level. 

 
 How effectively do the EP models explain the nature and assumptions of EP 

practices at the company level in Malaysia? 
 

The first research sub-question is mainly concerned about the general perceptions by the 

managers, non-managerial employees and the unions in relation to objectives of EP. 

This question is significant because it is apparent that managers, non-managerial 

employees and unions have different kinds of understanding of the objectives of EP at 

the company level. Before the researcher really understand the forms and the practices 

of EP in three private companies in Malaysia, first we need to explore and evaluate the 

perceptions of the managers, non-managerial employees and unions.  

 

The second question is linked to the first question. After the researcher understands how 

the managers, non-managerial employees and unions perceive EP, then the next step is 

to know what are the forms of EP are practised in these three companies and how they 

actually operate.   In this context, direct and indirect EP forms will be investigated in 

order to determine the extent to which non-managerial employees and unions will be 

participating in the management decision-making process at the company level. 

 

The third question is correlated with the second question, because the implementation of 

different forms of EP by the three case study companies is also due to several external 

and internal factors. The EP models will be examined in order to understand how far 

these models are applicable in the Malaysia context, since they have previously been 

applied in the context of western economies.  

 

The research questions that address the issues above will contribute to the broader 

literature in two ways. First, it will contribute significantly to the Malaysian industrial 

relations literature in general. For example a gap was identified in the previous section 

insofar as most empirical studies on EP have concentrated on the public sector and have 

taken from an organisational behaviour perspective. The case study firms which form 
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the empirical foundation of this thesis are all in the private sector. A strong analysis of 

private sector practices will contribute to understanding the nature and characteristic of 

EP practices at the firm level from the industrial relations perspective. The findings 

from this research also will contribute in terms of practical implications for managers, 

union, non-managerial employees and the government. 

 

Second, the wider international literature will benefit from the research in this thesis.  

For example EP models will be evaluated within the empirical study of the three case 

study companies in Malaysia. The justification for selection of EP models that discussed 

in the Section 2.6 are incorporating both macro and micro contextual factors such as 

economic policies, technology, economic crisis, the role of state, labour law, 

organisational structure, and cultural practices that explain the development of various 

forms of direct and indirect EP at the firm level.  

 

While these models have not been tested empirically to explain why and how there are 

different forms of EP developed at the firm level in Asia. In this case, the nature of EP 

need to be examine within the industrial relations system in particular country for 

example in this thesis the focus is on Malaysia. The comparative analysis based on the 

three companies in the private sector that will be discussed in the Chapter 8 will be 

extending the EP models that discussed in Section 2.6 further. In fact, this is the first 

study to attempt use the EP models to explain the nature of EP at the level of the firm in 

Malaysia, and to identify the extent to which they can be generalised to a developing 

Asian country.  

 

2.9. Conclusion  

 

The focus of this chapter has been on exploring the concept of EP, different forms of EP, 

scholarly debates in EP, and finally to identify the gaps in EP research. The main 

purpose of this chapter has been to elucidate the main contributions to understanding EP 

in the literature in particular and more generally, in the Malaysian industrial relations 

literature.  

 

There are three different terms of EP usually used in the literature. They are industrial 

democracy (ID), EP and employee involvement (EI). These terms can mean different 
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things to different people. Many writers regard them as interchangeable and 

synonymous. Each of these terms was considered in order to understand the differences 

that exist between them. All these terms are considered as evidence of employee voice 

but each emphasis is different (Boxall & Purcell, 2003).  ID is seen to allow greater 

autonomy to employees and their representatives, such as trade unions, who decide their 

own policies in reaction to organisational changes and managerial policy (Clegg, 1960; 

Lansbury & Prideaux, 1980; Poole, 1986).  EP, either through direct or indirect 

participation, is concerned about the role of employees and their representatives to 

participate in the workplace decision-making process and to try to influence final 

management decisions (Knudsen, 1995; Davis & Lansbury, 1996b; Strauss, 1998). EI is 

not a new concept but in recent years has been incorporated into many managerial 

initiatives such as QCCs, TQM, team-briefing and teamwork, which are often connected 

with HRM development in 1980s and 1990s (Marchington et al., 1992; Cotton, 1993). 

Generally, management will encourage employees to be involved in these schemes in 

order to improve organisational efficiency and also increase employees’ commitment to 

the organisational goals (Guest, 1989; Cotton, 1993). But the rationale in the 

definitional debate is that of employees having a greater say in the things which affect 

them at work. The term employee participation was chosen as most apt for this thesis. 

 

The capacity of employees and their representatives (unions) to influence decisions in 

the workplace and company level were also discussed this chapter. It was shown that the 

extent to which employees influence management decisions is limited or enhanced by 

the managerial prerogative. The classification of EP into direct and indirect forms 

adopted by scholars in much of the literature illuminates the analysis of the process 

involved. These direct and indirect forms have also been discussed in this chapter in 

order to show the differences between each of these forms, and why these forms are 

implemented at the company and workplace level.  

 

The chapter further discussed the models of EP. These models are ‘Cycles of Control’, 

‘Contingency’ and ‘Favourable Conjunctures’. Each of these models was presented in 

terms of the strengths and limitations which they bring to the investigation and analysis 

of the nature of EP. The important objectives of all of these models are to understand 

those factors that influenced the companies to develop direct and indirect EP in the 

workplace.  
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Finally, the literature survey revealed that there have been no extensive studies on EP 

conducted in Malaysia, particularly in the private sector. This study will fill this 

significant gap by researching EP in three private companies (union and non-union) in 

Malaysia. An ethnographic qualitative case study strategy was selected to answer the 

research questions as proposed above. As Yin (2003:5) argues, the case study strategy is 

suitable if the phenomenon is within its real life context, especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident and multiple sources of 

evidence are used.  Based on the gap in EP research, the definition of Yin’s fit this study 

because the study on EP and the private sector in Malaysia is not clearly evident. By 

using multiple sources of data, the broader issues of EP in the company level will be 

examined. The next chapter presents the research approach, ethnographic case study 

design, methods, and the limitations. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 

“Case studies are widely used in organisational studies and across the social sciences, for 
example in sociology, organisational psychology, anthropology, employment relations, political 

science…There is growing confidence in the case study as a rigorous strategy in its own 
right…..Case studies can be theoretically exciting and data rich so its important to analyse their 

strengths and weakness as well as provide a practical guide on how to conduct and manage 
them” (Hartley, 2004:323) 

 
“The case study method is important to the social sciences because in order to understand the 
dynamics and complexity of human behaviour, especially in these interesting times, laboratory 

experiments are improbable, and survey can elide significant elements” (Kelly, 1999:119) 
 

 

3.1. Introduction 

 

Research into employee participation (EP) in Malaysia is scarce, so this study has been 

designed to fill a gap in the existing literature. As well, previous studies on EP in 

Malaysia have relied on large-scale questionnaires, which may not capture the full 

nature of all the issues involved (Lunjew, 1994; Zin, 1998).  Mertens (1998:2) defines 

research ‘a process of systematic inquiry that is designed to collect, analyse, interpret 

and use data to understand, describe, predict, or control, an educational or psychological 

phenomenon or to empower individuals in such contexts. Rose (2002) like Mertens, 

also describes research as a systematic and organized effort to investigate a specific 

problem that needs a solution therefore the choice of the most suitable methods or 

techniques for a particular research strategy depends on a few factors. These factors 

include internal validity, population validity and reliability. The choice of research 

design relates to the various strengths and weakness inherent in the use of different 

approaches as well as the epistemological basis of the research. In this case, qualitative 

research within an epistemological grounding in constructivism was used.  The 

ethnographic case study method was chosen for this research in order to elicit in-depth 

information, and triangulation of the data collected.  The process of triangulation was 

undertaken by examining the issue of EP from the perspectives of employers, 

employees and unions. Further examination from the perspective of the government was 

also undertaken. 
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Therefore, the objective of this chapter is to discuss methodological choices made 

within this study and the decision to adopt a largely qualitative approach.  At the 

beginning of the chapter, the general approach to research is examined, followed by the 

discussion of significance of qualitative research. The remaining parts of the chapter 

focus on ethnographic case study strategy as the research design, the techniques used 

for data collection and data analysis process.  

 

3.2. Approach to research 

 

In general, research is an organised, systematic process for investigating problems to 

find solutions or to increase understanding of problems and their underlying causes. 

Research also involves finding out and explaining. Finding out might be called the 

‘what?’ of research- what is happening? What is the situation? Explaining might be 

called the ‘how’ and the ‘why?’ research - how to do things happen? Why do they 

happen? Finding out involves description and gathering information. Explaining 

involves an attempt to understand that information, which goes beyond the descriptive. 

Description and explanation can be seen as part of a circular model of research 

((Williamson, Barry, & Dorr, 1982:7) as illustrated in Figure 3.1. Research methods 

should facilitate both of these processes: describing and explaining.  

 

A research process can begin at point A, description, or point C, explanation/theory 

formulation. A research project may involve a single circuit or a number of circuits, 

possibly in both directions. If the research process begins with description at point A, 

and moves from there to explanation, the process is described as inductive. The 

explanation is induced from the data-the data come first and explanation later. If 

research process starts with prior logical reasoning at point C, then it involves 

deduction. This entails developing hypotheses as to how or why something might 

happen, then collecting the requisite data to test the hypotheses.  
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Figure 3.1 Circular model of the research process 

           

 

 

A Observation-       B Analysis  

   description 

 

 

 

            

 

 

C. Explanation/hypotheses 

 
 
 
    
    
   

Source: Williamson et al., (1982)  

   

Hypotheses are statements which may be supported or refuted by the evidence, and 

might arise from informal observation and experience of the researcher or from the 

existing literature. If the hypotheses form a coherent whole and possibly relate to other 

ideas about human behaviour, then they may form theories (Bryman, 2003). In practice, 

however, data are rarely collected without some explanatory model in mind (Lukka, 

2005). Otherwise, how could the researcher know what data to collect? There is always 

an element of deduction.  Likewise, it is also not possible to develop hypotheses and 

theories without at least some initial information on the subject in hand. So, there is 

always an element of induction.  

 

Based on the circular model of research postulated by Williamson et al. (1982), Berg 

(2004) points out how ideas promote potential research endeavours because the 

generation of an idea is a typical starting point for every research project. But how is the 

idea related to theory? There are some who argues that ideas and theory must come 

before empirical research. This has been called the theory-before-research model 

(Lukka, 2005). Others argue that research must occur before theory can be developed, 

and this research orientation has been called the research-before-theory model 

(Darlington & Scott, 2002). Berg (2004), however, argues for a different model for the 
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research enterprise that encompasses both the research-before- theory and theory-

before- research models. In the present research on EP in Malaysia, the researcher 

utilised Berg’s model. The researcher begins with an idea, gathers theoretical 

information of EP, reconsiders and redefines the idea, begins to examine possible 

designs, re-examines theoretical assumptions, and refines these theoretical assumptions, 

and perhaps even questions the original or refined ideas. Thus,with every two steps 

forwards, researchers take a step or two backward before proceeding any further.   

 

3.3. The Significance of qualitative research 

 

In the past, many researchers believed that only phenomenon that counted in the social 

sciences were those that could be measured. They called any phenomenon they intended 

to study a ‘variable’, indicating that the phenomenon could vary in size, length, amount 

or any other quantity. By contrats, the qualitative approach to research, which is based 

on non-numerical data, is not concerned with this sort of statistical analysis because not 

all phenomenon in the human world come naturally in quantities. There are many 

occasions in which the researcher would not want to count or quantity some of social 

phenomenon or interaction, but to investigate those unobservable and intangible factors 

that help explain human behaviour- only words can do that (Cassell & Symon, 2004). 

For example Marchington et al. (1994:868) argues that   

 
While quantitative research may have many benefits, it only provides an aerial (and necessarily 
one-dimensional) photograph of social phenomena. It is unable to tell us how important these 
phenomena are to the actors involved in the process relative to other feature of the employment 
relationship, nor is it able to discriminate between the idiosyncrasies which characterise EI  

 

Marchington et al. actually anticipates that quantitative research does not actually 

provide fully holistic understanding on employee involvement (EI) practices in the 

organisations. They gave an example of what managers, employees, and union 

perceived through semi-structured interviews about the implementation of profit sharing 

in two different organisations in the UK. Marchington et al. demonstrated that the profit 

sharing scheme has different meaning for managers, employees, and unions in these 

organisations. 

 

Qualitative approaches recognise there are alternative ways of understanding and 
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explaining social phenomena, providing ample models to suit a particular demand 

(Berg, 1989). Data collected through this research approach is individualised and 

focused on its merits illustrating actual situations.  Its purpose is to provide more in-

depth insights into the issues surrounding the research questions (Rubin & Rubin, 1995; 

Babbie, 1998). It involves for the most part, non-numerical data which is featuring 

views from the research participants (Darlington & Scott, 2002).   

 

Qualitative researchers are concerned mostly with exploring the situation as accurately 

and clearly as possible, so that others may identify with the situations described. They 

can then draw their own conclusions by comparing the study with their own situation. 

Interest is directed towards context-based conclusions that potentially could point the 

way to new policies or decisions (Burns, 1997).  

 

In qualitative research, topics are tentative at the beginning and are redefined 

throughout the study (Babbie, 1998). Research questions are thus developed as the 

study progresses. Data are collected using many and varied forms. These methods 

include interviews, direct observations, documents and participant observation. Patton 

(2002) argues these methods permit an in-depth detailed study, contributing to openness 

and details of qualitative inquiry. It allows for greater analyses of data pertaining to an 

individual subject or issue. In addition, Warr (2004:578) contends that qualitative 

research provide a ‘researcher with an opportunity to listen to people telling their life 

stories, and the method yields rich and complex data’. In-depth nature of qualitative 

research approach lets the researchers to convey their feelings and experiences in their 

own ways. 

 

Cassell and Symon (1994:4-7) also point out that the qualitative researcher knows a 

number of qualitative research characteristics which including  

 
a focus on interpretation rather than a quantification; an emphasis on subjectivity rather than 
objectivity; flexibility within the process of conducting research; an emphasis on process rather 
than outcome; an assumption that context-related behaviour and situations are inextricably 
linked in forming experience and finally, an explicit recognition of the impact of the research 
process on the research situation 

 

Based on the above characteristics, Cassell and Symon brought the readers to 

understand the main advantages of qualitative research method in comparison with 
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quantitative method. One of the advantages that Cassell and Symon mention in regard 

to qualitative research characteristic is flexibility.  Flexibility is crucial in organisational 

research because the researcher is working in a complex situation where he/she cannot 

define exactly what he/she is interested in or how to explore the issues at the outset. The 

settings for the qualitative approach are variable and might be determined through an 

analysis of multiple forms of understanding that can lead to the discovery of a deeper 

level of meaning of phenomenon being studied. The important task is to capture what 

the participants have to say, how they interpret the complexity of the world and to 

understand events from their viewpoints (Burns, 1997).  

 

Another significance issue in the qualitative research is sample size. The sample size of 

qualitative research is small, but it provides an extensive amount of information from 

the comments of the respondents (Maxwell, 1996). Such ‘thick description’ provides 

details of the context and meaning of events and situations for those involved and those 

investigating (Geertz, 1983). In principle, this type of research gathers a great deal of 

information about a small number of people rather than a limited amount of information 

about a large number of people, as is the case in quantitative approaches. The 

information is generally not presented in numerical form.  

 

According to Patton (2002), qualitative research used for pragmatic reason, in situations 

where formal and quantified research is unnecessary, impossible or inappropriate. There 

are also theoretical reasons for using qualitative methods. For example, it may be felt 

that structured research imposes too much of the researcher’s view on the situation, that 

it is inappropriate for the researcher to be the only one to determine the whole 

framework within which the discourse of the research will be conducted. Furthermore, 

qualitative approaches may be appropriate at different stages of the research process that 

have different objectives.  Table 3.1 illustrates the main difference in the approaches to 

research between qualitative and quantitative research.  

 

Based on these  arguments, it can be concluded that the qualitative approach is usually 

broader in scope. Its worth then is to provide more in-depth insights into the issues 

surrounding the research questions (Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Babbie, 1998; Hartley, 

2004). The qualitative method typically produces a wealth of detailed information about 

much smaller numbers of people and cases. This increases understanding of the cases 
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and situation studied (Patton, 2002; Grix, 2004). From Table 3.1, we can see the main 

summary of qualitative research.  It has many advantages, and, for instance, it 

emphasises  understanding of the phenomena rather than measuring, understanding the 

phenomena from the research participants, and the issues through holistic perspective 

explore 

 

Table 3.1: The differences between qualitative versus quantitative methods 
 
Qualitative methods Quantitative methods 
• Emphasis on understanding  • Emphasis on testing and verifications 
•Focus on understanding from 
respondent’s/informant’s point of view 

•Focus on facts and/or reasons for social events 

• Interpretation and rational approach •Logical and critical approach 
• Observations and measurements in natural 
settings 

•Controlled measurement 

• Subjective ‘insider view’ and closeness • Objective ‘outsider view’ distant from data 
•Exploration • Hypothetical-deductive; focus on hypothesis 

testing 
• Process oriented •Result oriented 
• Holistic Perspective • Particularistic and analytical 
• Generalisation by comparison of properties and 
contexts of individual organism 

•Generalization by population membership 

Source: Ghauri and Gronhaug (2002), Research Methods in Business Studies: A Practical 
Guide, Prentice Hall, England, p.86. 
 

 

3.4. Research strategy and questions 

 

The approach in this study is qualitative and inductive in nature because its theoretical 

orientation is consistent with the assumption of a qualitative paradigm. As Creswell 

(1994)  states, this research includes an enquiry process of understanding an employee 

participation by building a complex, holistic picture formed with words, reporting the 

detailed views of informants and conducting this research in a natural setting. A 

qualitative approach considered to be appropriate because the research questions which 

are generated by the research problem (see Chapter 2, Section 2.7 and 2.8), are 

concentrated to a few subjects that require a great deal of information on them. 
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As noted in Chapter 2 (Section 2.8), the main research questions are: 

 

“Why are different forms of EP developed in different companies in the Malaysian 
private sector?”  

 
More specifically in answering the major question, the research project addressed the 
following three sub-questions: 
 

 In what ways do management, unions and non-managerial employees perceive 
the objectives of EP in the three private case study companies in Malaysia? 

 
 What are the different forms of EP established in these three Malaysian private 

companies and how do these forms actually operate at the company level? 

 

 How effectively do the EP models explain the nature and assumptions of EP 
practices at  company level in Malaysia? 

 

Defining the above research questions is probably the most important step to take in a 

research study. In fact, the type of research questions is one of three basic conditions 

that distinguish five major research strategies in the social sciences, as illustrated in 

Table 3.2. The remaining two conditions are: (i) the extent of control an investigator has 

over actual behavioural events, and (ii) the degree of focus on contemporary, as opposed 

to historical, events (Yin 2003). Based on the above illustration, the qualitative case 

study was deemed the most relevant strategy for this research because ‘how and ‘why’ 

questions are focus of the study, and the questions are examining contemporary events 

(EP) which the researcher has little or no control. 

 

Table 3.2 Relevant Situations for Different Research Strategies 
Strategy Forms of  research questions Required control over 

behavioural events? 
Focuses on 
contemporary 
events 

Experiment How, why yes yes 
Survey who, what, where, how 

many, how much 
no yes 

Archival analysis who, what, where, how 
many, how much 

no yes/no 

History how, why no no 
Case study how, why no yes 
Source: Yin (1994) 
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3.5. A qualitative case study strategy 

 

The previous section presented the significance of the qualitative approach, research 

strategy and research questions. This section will explain the practice of case study 

research in terms of its definition, advantages and disadvantages, and integrate such 

discussion to my case study research here.  

 

In general, researchers have used the case study method for many years across a variety 

of disciplines. Social scientists have made wide use of this method to investigate 

contemporary  real-life situations and provide the basis for the application of ideas and 

extension of methods. The case study has been used frequently in the general industrial 

relations literature (Kitay & Callus, 1998;  Kelly, 1999; Hartley, 2004).  

 

Defining ‘case studies’ is not necessarily as simple as it may appear because many 

authors and researchers tend to use the terms ‘cases’ and ‘case studies’ somewhat 

interchangeably. Cases and case studies are not synonymous (Robson, 2002). Some 

authors refer to case studies as a strategy (Eisenhardt, 1989; Robson, 2002; Hartley, 

2004) or a method (Meriam, 1998) for undertaking research. Some researchers strongly 

contend that case study research is predominantly qualitative rather than quantitative in 

nature (Smith, 1991), while others take a more balanced perspective in claiming that 

there is no a priori reason to characterise and classify case study research as one or the 

other (Hartley, 2004).    

 

Case studies are also useful where it is important to understand complex social 

processes in the organisational and environmental context. Case studies are tailor-made 

for exploring new processes or behaviours which are little known (Hartley, 1994).  The 

strength of case studies lies especially in their capacity to explore social processes as 

they unfold in organisations. By using multiple and often qualitative methods, including 

observation, the researcher can learn much about processes that is possible with 

techniques such as surveys (Yin, 2003).  

 

For purposes of simplicity, this research adopts Yin’s (2003:5) definition of a case study 

as  
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an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life context, 
especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not evident and multiple 
sources of evidence are used. 
 

Based on the above quotation, Yin identifies three main criteria for the case study 

strategy. First, it will focus on contemporary phenomena, studied in the real life context. 

Second, the boundary between phenomenon and context is not clearly evident.  A third 

criterion is that case study researchers will use multiple sources. For example, the case 

study usually comprises various sources of evidence such as documentation, archival 

records, interviews, direct observations, participation observation and physical artefacts 

(Yin, 2003; Silverman, 2005). These data will be used as evidence to show the 

credibility of research findings. This principle is known as data source triangulation 

(Stake, 2003; Yin, 2003). Triangulation will be discussed later in this chapter under data 

analysis section. Case studies make it possible to find answer to questions of ‘how’ and 

‘why’ (Yin, 2003). Yin argues ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions focus on explaining a 

phenomenon.  

 

Most of the characteristics in case study design presented above, match those used in 

this study. Based on Yin’s definition of a case study, the current phenomenon was 

studied in this study is EP and the context is the Malaysian private sector.  Based on the 

research gap identified in the Chapter 2, in the Malaysian context, an investigation of 

the EP practices from the managers', union representatives', and non-managerial 

employees’ perspectives and the private sector are not clearly evident.  As Dachler & 

Wilpert (1978) argue, in researching complex social phenomenon issues in the 

workplace such as EP, it is frequently not easy.  Therefore, Dachler and Wilpert (1978) 

proposed a qualitative research approach such as a case study should be undertaken in 

order to help generate research questions more correctly to the dynamic nature of this 

phenomenon.  

 

As presented in Yin’s definition (2003), ‘why’ research questions are also suitable for 

case study strategy. In this study, the central research question is ‘why they are different 

forms of EP were developed in different companies in the Malaysian private sector’. 

This question will be answered through in-depth investigation of three private 

companies in Malaysia which will be discussed from Chapter 5 to 7. 
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Case studies also involve multi sources of data as we can see in the Yin's (2003) 

discussion.  In this study, semi-structured and unstructured interviews, participant 

observation, direct observations, field note, and different documents have been used to 

investigate EP practices in the Malaysian private companies. It examines all objects of 

analysis, namely managers, non-managerial employees and union representatives in 

order to solicit their views about EP.  

 

In the literature, case studies can be categorised in a number of different ways, which 

are not mutually exclusive.  Case studies can be classified according to their theoretical 

orientation (Hartley, 2004)- deductive versus inductive in nature, as discussed in the 

previous section. Stake (2003) makes the typological distinction between case studies 

on the basis of the purpose of the study.  The intrinsic type of case is undertaken 

because of an interest in, or the need to know about its specifics, the case itself is of 

interest.  On the other hand, the instrumental case is studied as a means to develop a 

wider understanding of a particular issue or to redraw generalisations, the case is a 

secondary interest.  It is also possible dichotomise cases into ‘typical’ and ‘atypical’ 

instances of a given phenomenon: average, extreme, unique or replication. 

 

Additionally, Meriam (1998) suggests that case study can be classified according to the 

objective of the research and the nature of the final report. A descriptive case study 

presents a detailed account of the particular phenomenon being studied. An interpretive 

case study also contains detailed descriptive materials, but is characterised by a greater 

extent and degree of abstraction and conceptualisation.  This may range from suggesting 

possible, emergent relationships, categories, and typologies to the construction of a 

formalised theoretical framework. An evaluative case study embraces not only those 

elements of description and explanation found in descriptive and interpretative case 

studies, but it also incorporates the element of judgment.  

 

Finally, Yin (2003) subdivides case studies into single or multiple studies with holistic 

or embedded unit of analysis. This combination produces a 2 X 2 matrix which Yin uses 

to suggest a fourfold typology, as illustrated in Figure 3.2. With reference to Yin’s 

typology, the case study design of this research falls within type 3 (multiple cases), in 

which the Steelco, Autoco and Posco are three holistic units of analysis, and each cases 

becomes subordinate to the overall scope of the study. The companies, industry type, 
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and location of companies are presented in Table 3.3 and the location of companies are 

shown in the in the Malaysian map (see in Figure 3.3). Apparently, the multiple case 

study, whereby a number of individual situations are investigated, may be highly 

powerful and fruitful because of the ability to compare and contrast findings (Kitay & 

Callus, 1998).  

 

 

Figure 3.2 Case study design 

Single cases  Multiple cases 

 

 

TYPE 1 

(Holistic) 

  

 

TYPE 3 

(Holistic) 

 

TYPE 2 

(Embedded) 

 

 

 

TYPE 4 

(Embedded) 

 

 

 

Table 3.3: The type of cases, industry, union, non-union firms and location  
Companies Industry type Unionised Non-union Location 
Steelco* Manufacturing  Yes - Klang, Selangor, 

West Malaysia 
Autoco* Manufacturing - Yes Kota Kinabalu, 

Sabah, East 
Malaysia 

Posco* Service Yes - Kuala Lumpur, 
West Malaysia 

    * Steelco, Autoco, and Posco are pseudonyms to retain confidentiality. 
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Figure 3.3: The location of case studies in Malaysia 

 

 

  

                           

 

3.5.1. Criteria for selection of cases 

 

A number of criteria have been employed in selecting the cases for this study. These 

criteria related primarily to the scope of research, as well as access to the organisations, 

and research budget. 

 

Research on EP in Malaysia has been concentrated on the public sector rather than in 

the private sector.  That the EP researches are conducted in both union and non-union 

private sector in Malaysia have made my study even more significant. These studies 
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primarily focus on manufacturing and service sector in private sector. The comparative 

analysis between union and non-union firm will enhance the variability and adaptability 

of EP practices. 

 

The second criterion is the willingness of company to participate in my study. Lansbury 

and Macdonald (1994:131), Kelly (1999), Glover (2002) and Baird (2004) argue that 

the success of completion of the study in industrial relations is frequently based on 

willingness of employers, unions and employees to cooperate with the project. For 

example in one of the companies that approved my study, I had to convince the HR 

Manager that I was not a threatening person and would not harm his organisation in any 

way.  He agreed but applied strict conditions before I could do my research in his 

company.  He stated  

 
your presence here is on a professional and academic basis, all claims and findings should be 
factual or at least analysed fairly.…In order to make this research a success, the primary 
objective must be made beneficial for both parties….In addition, good company practices in 
other companies where you are conducting research must be shared with us to assist us learn and 
improve our operation’ (Acceptance Letter, Steelco, 2003).  

 

From his statement, we can understand it is not easy to gain access to some Malaysian 

private companies. Similarly when Rasiah (1994b) conducted research on the 

international division of labour in the Penang semi-conductor industry in Malaysia.  He 

encountered difficulties in acquiring data on unions and the role of the state in industrial 

relations in Penang.  Some of the key informants for his research expressed 

unwillingness to participate in his study. This is because they were worried about giving 

confidential data to the outside person (researcher). Rasiah further argued that he 

overcame this problem by interviewing  key informants who were initially reluctant to 

participate.   

 

The same problem was faced by Kamoche (2000) when he was conducting his PhD 

research on human resource management in Kenya. According to Kamoche, his main 

challenge in order to do research in Kenyan organisations was the manager’s 

unwillingness to allow him to do research in his selected company. However with his 

contact, his initiative and persistence to convince the management with his contribution 

of research, he was granted access to do the research in this company.   
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I faced some similar problems when I tried to access data in several private companies 

in Malaysia. In October 2002, I returned to Malaysia to make initial contacts with 

manufacturing and service companies to conduct research on EP.  I sent an application 

letter (with my supervisor’s recommendation letter) to more than 200 private companies 

in Malaysia. There were a very small number of responses from these companies. Only 

three companies responded positively (two from the manufacturing industry and another 

one from service industry), eight responded with a refusal and the others failed to reply.  

While I was in Malaysia from November 2002 to February 2003, I took the opportunity 

to follow up the application letters by making personal contact with those companies 

who rejected my applications. Their responses were not very promising. In the end, I 

selected three companies only.  

 

 A third criterion is concerned with research funding. Ghauri and Gronhaug (2001: 262) 

explain that the selection of cases also depends on time available, and that financial 

resource for travelling are important factors in completion of final research project. I did 

not receive research funding for my thesis either from my sponsor in Malaysia or from 

the University of Wollongong.  Field research involved huge costs such as airfare, 

accommodation, foods, and other additional cost.  Moreover,  these companies are 

located in various parts of Malaysia (see map in Figure 3.1), which needed even greater 

research funding. To overcome the funding problems, I borrowed money from my 

family members in Malaysia and from the bank. Furthermore, I also stayed at my 

brother’s place in Kuala Lumpur about five months in order to complete my fieldwork 

in Steelco, Klang and Posco, Kuala Lumpur (see map Figure 3.1).  

 

As we can from the above arguments although the case study has many advantages,  it 

has also received criticisms (Yin, 2003; Hartley, 2004). The disadvantage of case study 

research is the lack of statistical validity that can be used to generate hypotheses but not 

to test them hence, generalisations cannot be made (Yin, 2003; Hartley, 2004).  

However, Yin (2003) argues that the problems in generalisation in case study research 

can be consequently overcome by analytical generalisation. Analytical generalisation 

means we look some pattern in theory that, we have already developed before the actual 

research is conducted. By comparing empirical findings between cases and then with 

theory, potential patterns will be confirmed or disconfirmed (Yin, 2003). Confirmation 

of expected patterns within cases strengthened generalisation of the theory. 
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3.6. Human research ethics approval  

 

In the case of the University of Wollongong, Australia, all research students are required 

to make an initial application to the Human Research Ethics Office to undertake 

research involving human participants. In addition, the Human Research Ethics 

Committee also set criteria for conducting research such as:  

 
 the research subjects must have adequate information to make informed 

decisions about participating in a study;  
 research subjects must be able to withdraw without penalty from a study at any 

point and all avoidable risk to research objects must be eradicated. In relation 
to this aspect, Darlington and Scott (2002) indicate that the capacity of an 
individual to give their informed consent freely to research is a core principle 
in research ethics.  

 

 The Human Research Ethics Committee of University of Wollongong approved my 

study by issuing a formal letter with specific reference number HE03/204.  I started my 

formal data collection in Malaysia after receiving full formal  approval from the Human 

Research Ethics Committee.  I used the relevant documents such as Consent Forms and 

Research Information Sheets when conducted interview sessions with research 

participants.   

 

 

3.7. Data collection procedures 

 

In this section, the focus will be on data collection procedures.  This study was based on 

fieldwork undertaken in the three companies (Steelco, Autoco and Posco) between 

September 2003 and June 2004. The data was collected through multi-methods. These 

procedures include interviews, participant observation, direct observation, documents 

review and memos. Each of these methods is discussed below. 

 

3.7.1. Interviews 

 

Individual interviews were mainly used in gathering data for the study.  Interviews are 

useful way to acquire large amount of data (King, 1994; Patton, 2002). As Pelto and 

Pelto (1978) argued, interviews are a way of collecting data in the form of verbatim text 
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from the research participants in order to preserve the original meaning of the 

information.  Interview techniques are used because they allowed the researcher to enter 

into other people’s perspective, with the assumption that the perspective is meaningful, 

knowable and able to be made explicit (Patton, 2002). The researcher needs to ask 

questions about people how have organised the world and the meaning they attach to 

what goes on in the world. Some authors subdivide this phenomenological approach to 

collecting qualitative data into structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews. 

 

The structured interview is one in which a sequence of questions, sometimes 

accompanied by a set of tasks which research participants are asked to complete, is 

carefully chosen beforehand. The props, tasks, questions, and responses to research 

participant’s statements are planned in advance to ensure consistency across the 

responses of research participants.  When more than one person is used as a respondent, 

the interview process allows for a wide variety of information and a large number of 

subjects. It also allow for immediate follow-up question.  

 

Semi-structured interviews are a low-cost, rapid method of gathering information from 

individuals or small groups. These interviews are partially structured by a written 

interview guide. The flexible guide ensures that the interviewer stays focused on the 

issue at hand, but that the interview is conversational enough to allow research 

participants to be introduced to the topic smoothly and to discuss issues which they 

deem to be relevant. The guide prepared in advance to be flexible but focused, can be 

collaboratively designed with input from the researcher. Familiarity of the interviewers 

with the interview guide, along with that of local languages and cultures, is critical in 

order for the interview to be conducted in a conversational and informal way. Semi-

structured interview are useful for comparative listening to perspectives of diverse 

populations, such as manager, non-managerial employees, trade union representatives, 

male, female, young, and old.  

 

Unstructured interviews are simple and informal which saves time when preparing for 

the interview. The informality helps to get quickly to the basic structure of the domain. 

It provides a general understanding of problem. It also allows spontaneity to the 

interview where the expert may discuss previously known issues. These interview 

generally lack the organisation that would allow this preparation to transfer effectively 
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to the interview itself.   

 

In this study, semi-structured and unstructured interview were used to gather data on the 

nature of employee participation practices in the Malaysian private sector. Question 

from unstructured and semi-structured interviews are likely to be open-ended. There is a 

general assumption that the longer, the more difficult and the more open-ended the 

questions schedule is, the more likely the preference will be for the use of interviews 

(Oppenheim, 1992). The strength of qualitative approaches to interviewing lies in the 

capacity for the researcher to ask more complex questions and ask follow up questions, 

so that  further information can be obtained as new information becomes apparent.  

 

Additionally, research participants can express their understanding as precisely as 

possible in their own terms and words, and non-verbal communication such as the 

attitude and behaviour of the interviewees can also be observed.  In contrast to 

quantitative evaluation techniques, such closed instruments force research participants 

to fit their knowledge, experience and feelings into the evaluators’ categories.  

 

Despite their advantages, there are several problems associated with conducting 

interviews. The process can be very time consuming and expensive, and there is an 

issue of data confidentiality. Research participants cooperated very well during 

interviews because of confidentiality of data was assured, and this promise must be 

honoured in order to uphold good ethical practice.  Data confidentiality and anonymity 

of research participants are important because they can enhance trust and reduce the 

chance that participants will try to play the role of good subjects by telling the 

interviewer what they think he or she wants to hear (Rosnow & Logar, 1997). 

   

The interview schedule was developed drawing on number of sources. First, part of 

interviews schedule was extracted from Markey et al. (2001) study on ‘The Illawarra 

Regional Workplace Industrial Relations Survey’ and Marchington (1980) ‘Responses to 

Participation at Work: A Study of the Attitudes and Behaviour of Employees, Shop 

Stewards and Managers in a Manufacturing Company’ with permission from the 

authors. Some of interview schedule was drawn from the Markey et al. and 

Marchington sources because these dealt with some fundamental ideas about EP 

research.  This was particularly important given that this is the first exploratory study on 
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EP in Malaysia which tool an industrial relations perspective, and which included 

managers, unions and non-managerial employees as primary unit of analysis. These 

interview schedules also were modified to fit the Malaysian cultural, political and social 

context and some new questions were added.  

 

Second, the interviews were written in English and Malay. In three companies, most of 

CEOs and managers have a good command of both spoken and written English.  In the 

event that respondents do not speak English (particularly non-managerial employees 

and union representatives), the interview was conducted in Malay.  Most of the people 

from all major ethnic groups in Malaysia, communicate in the Malay language because 

Malay is a national and a formal language in any formal official events. Therefore, I 

translated these interview schedules into Malay language in order for the research 

participants to understand the content of interview. To ensure accuracy, a professional 

translator checked the interview schedule, which had been written in the English. The 

translator who works at the Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, the government agency 

responsible for publishing books in Malay language, found the translations to be 

accurate and accessible.   

 

I developed a separate semi-structured interview schedule for managers, non-

managerial employees, and union representatives in Steelco, Autoco, and Posco. Semi-

structured interviews  not only focus on main topics and general themes through 

specific questions but also offer the choice to engage in other important issues as they 

arose (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994).  The unstructured interviews were used (English 

version) for the Malaysian Trade Union Congress President, Director of Industrial 

Relations and Senior Officer from the Industrial Relations Department, Ministry of 

HRM, Senior Industrial Relations Officer of Metal Industry Employee Union and the 

Executive Director, Malaysian Employers Federation. These people were interviewed in 

order to gain a better understanding of the national policy context and employment 

agenda as a basis for interpreting employment relationship and EP at the firm level. 

 

I used non-probability sampling to select the interviewees (key informant). Meriam 

(1998:61) argues non-probability sampling is justifiable in qualitative and case study 

research. For the purpose of this research, I utilised judgmental sampling procedures to 

identify the key informants to answer my main research questions presented in Chapter 
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2. Judgmental sampling is concerned with the respondent who is expert in a certain field 

(in the present research case is industrial relations) and who is able to express their 

views in-dept (Bryman, 1989; Dooley, 1995; Robson, 2002).   

 

In a qualitative study, there is no definite answer as to how many in-depth interviews 

should be conducted. Thirty to forty interviews is probably typical (Oppenheim, 1966). 

Over the whole project, 42 interviewees were met from managerial employees, 

government representatives, union representatives and non-managerial employees with 

follow-up in some cases so that overall there were 50 interviews.  Table 3.4 shows the 

list of interviewees involved in this study. From Table 3.4 there are two parts of 

interview session. Part 1 focus on national IR key players and Part 2 part involves 

interviewees from the company level. They are managers, union representatives, and 

non-managerial employees. These interviewees are directly involved in the direct and 

indirect EP in the company level which is considered to be well suited to the research 

purpose.  

 

Table 3.4: List of interviewees (Part 1 ) 

Part 1: National key players in industrial relations 
Organisation Position Total 
Malaysian Trade Union Congress (MTUC), Petaling Jaya, 
Selangor, West Malaysia 

President 1 

Malaysian Employers Federation (MEF), Damansara, Kuala 
Lumpur, West Malaysia 

Executive Director 1 

Industrial Relations Department, Ministry of Human Resources, 
Putrajaya, West Malaysia 

Director 1 

Industrial Relations Department, Ministry of Human Resources, 
Putrajaya, West Malaysia 

Senior Industrial 
Relations Officer 

1 

Metal Industry Employee Union (MIEU) Senior Industrial 
Relations Officer 

1 
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Table 3.4: List of interviewees (Part 2) 

 

Part 2: Workplace case studies respondents 
Company Chief Executive 

Officer/Managers/ Executives/ 
Supervisors/ 

Non-
managerial 
employees 

Union 
representatives 

Total 

STEELCO (U) 4 5 2 11 
AUTOCO (NU) 6 6 - 12 
POSCO (U) 2 6 6 14 
 12 17 8 37 
Note: U-union NU-Non-union 

Total research respondents: N [5 (Part 1) + 37 (Part 2): 42] 

 

In this section, I will explain how the interviews were conducted with research 

participants and also the problems that I faced while conducting the interviews.  At the 

beginning of all interview sessions, I explained the nature of the research.  I also assured 

them that confidentiality would be protected.  I requested their permission to use a tape 

recorder to record the conversation.  A Sony TCM-200DV Cassette-Coder which is a 

compact and relatively unobtrusive piece of equipment, was used for recording.  All but 

one respondents willingly accepted recording of  the interview.  At Steelco I was unable 

to convince the HR Manager to allow tape recording of the interview.  Instead, he asked 

me to record the interview by note taking.  It took three days to complete the whole 

interview session with him. Other respondents agreed to record their interviews.  

Typically, each interview took around one hour, but some expanded up to two hours. 

 

The interview was conducted in private room without any disturbance, which allowed 

employees to speak anything freely.  Most of the interviews were conducted in the 

respondent's workplace particularly among non-managerial employees. On one 

occasion, I needed to interview employees inside or outside the factory or office where 

a lot of noise was happening. This resulted in poor recording of interview sessions, 

which were difficult to transcribe.  Mostly the noise came from the machines on the 

factory floor.  

 
 Here I will explain some of problems that I faced when conducting interviews with 

research participants. I encountered problems in using the consent form with some of 
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my research participants.  In relation to this issue, Ryen (2004) points out the 

applicability of consent form can be a challenge in cross-cultural interviews.  In Western 

societies, the consent form is an important mechanism for enforcing confidentiality and 

buildng trust with participants. But for Third World and developing countries such as  

Africa or Asia, an invitation to sign a consent form can act as an unintended instrument 

to create suspicions amongst participants (Benatar, 2002; Ryen, 2004; Mertens, 2005). 

Like other researchers in Asian countries, I have experienced difficulty to meeting these 

criteria set by the Human Research Ethics Protocols, University of Wollongong, 

Australia. For example, one of the participants stated, “Saya akan menyertai dalam 

kajian kamu secara sukarela sekiranya saya tidak tanda tangan dalam borang ini’ (I 

am willing to participate voluntarily in your research project if I do not have to sign this 

form).   

 

 In the absence of the consent form, it was my obligation as a researcher to protect the 

participant’s identity and refrain from presenting any information that would reveal their 

identity e.g. their workplace and the location where the study was conducted.  Use of 

codes names is one way of protecting the individual participants and their company. 

 
3.7.2 Participant observation 

 
The next data collection technique adopted in this study is participant observation. It is 

the cornerstone of collecting empirical material in ethnographic research.  Ethnographic 

research is typically qualitatively oriented, including a close and extended contact with 

the empirical subjects of the study (Lukka, 2005:4). In its classic form, participant 

observation consists of a single researcher spending an extended time (usually a year) 

living among the people he or she is studying, participating in their daily lives in order 

to gain as complete an understanding as possible of the cultural meanings and social 

structures of the group and how there are interrelated (Geertz, 1983).  The hallmark of 

participant observation remains today the long-term personal involvement with those 

being studied, including participation in their life to the extent that the researcher comes 

to understand the culture as an insider. Participation in the daily life of the people 

facilitates observation of particular behaviours and events and enables more open and 

meaningful discussion with the research participants (Davies, 1999:67-71).   
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In the present research, the researcher spent almost two months in each company. 

During these two months, the researcher had an opportunity to discuss and socialise 

with people in the organisations, ranging from senior managers and middle managers to 

trade union representatives and non-managerial employees.  This also enhanced the 

understanding of EP practices in this company particularly on the daily oral 

communication between researcher and managers, and most of the time with the non-

managerial employees.  In some occasions for example in the Steelco case, I have an 

opportunity to have lunch with some managers and workers where I gained 

understanding of many matters in relation to EP practices.  During the interview 

sessions with managers and workers, I would cross check on what they said during the 

lunchtime.  

 

In sum, participant observation is way of understanding people’s life in a real life 

context.  At the same time, it also will enhance the credibility of the research (Yin, 

2003) together with other research methods.   

 

3.7.3. Direct Observation 

 
Prior to my data collection, I visited each company in order to gain first impressions as 

well as to acquire initial knowledge about the structure and operations of these 

companies. My first visit was in 12 February 2003.  Workplace observations continued 

throughout every visit and every interview, as it was important to obtain details of 

company life, and the atmosphere and behaviour of people in the company. 

 

I also attended a few meetings in these companies, although the majority of the 

companies did not allow me to attend formal meetings between managers and 

employees. However, after prolonged negotiations through gatekeepers, they finally 

allowed me to attend one or two meetings. For example, the HR Manager from Steelco 

allowed me to attend a MC Hammer Meeting. In this meeting they discussed critical 

issues such as the high rate of absenteeism among full-time blue-collar workers. The 

people who attended this meeting were the HR Manager (as Chairperson), the HR clerk 

(Secretary of Meeting), Production Executives, Production Supervisors, Technicians, 

the Factory Production Manager, a workplace union representative, and the Safety 

Officer.  
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I was allowed to observe a team-briefing sessions at the Autoco in Kota Kinabalu. The 

team briefings were about safety awareness, production problems, workplace 

performance, and announcements from the supervisors.  My role here was as a non-

participing observer.  I was able to observe this briefing because there was strong 

support and consent from Production Manager.  I recorded the briefing session between 

supervisors and workers.  It helped me to understand the nature of EP procedure in this 

company, particularly with regard to the ways in which they communicated with each 

other.   

 

I was allowed to attend and observe social functions in Steelco and Autoco.  The 

company celebrated the major festivals in Malaysia such as Hari Raya (Ramadan), 

Deepavali, Christmas and Chinese New Year together with workers. There I had an 

informal discussions with workers, union representatives, managers, executives, and 

supervisors.  

 

At Posco, I did not have any opportunity to observe their formal meetings.  I had to 

depend on reviewing company documents and interviews as my main research tools.  

However, at Posco, for example, I received strong support from the workplace union 

committee members.  I also observed the union office in Kuala Lumpur and visited the 

workplace for three days to review some union documents such as JCC minutes of 

meetings, the history of the union and a CA booklet.  In addition, I observed one of their 

monthly union meetings.  

 

Based on above discussion, it is clear that direct observation will be successful if the 

company allowed the research full access to observe their meetings or any other 

activities that related to the objective of study.  As we can see from the above evidence, 

Steelco and Auto both allowed the researcher to observe some of activities such as 

manager-worker meetings and team briefings whereas at Posco the researcher had no 

access at all to observe any kind of activities in relation to EP practices except 

interviews and document analysis. As Rose (2002) has argued, the level of researcher 

access to activities in organisation depends on gatekeepers’ attitude and how they look 

at the research activities, often based on whether it can bring benefit or not to them. 

 

 88



3.7.4. Documentary Review 

 

In organisational research, the researcher relies on documents as another source of data.  

Robson (2002: 272-273) defined a document is any kind of written material, whether 

this is a book, news paper, magazine, notice, letter or whatever. The term is also 

sometimes extended to include non-written documents such as film and television 

programmes, pictures, drawings and photographs.  Documents are used to check verbal 

statements and to find out whether positional bias occurred in other method (Pettigrew, 

1973). Different types of documents were made available by the company officials for 

analysis and review.  I read and extracted some of these documents. They are policy 

handbooks, staff record books, organisational charts, company official history, a 

company journal (such as a monthly newsletters or magazines), statistical data (on the 

number of employees employed, labour turnover), collective agreements, minutes of 

meetings, company annual reports, and annual financial statements. It should be noted 

that not all of these documents were in a compiled form and it took some time to inspect 

and extract the relevant information. These documents were useful in providing 

additional information on the companies investigated and the phenomenon of the study 

(Rose, 2002:122).  

 

3.7.5. Memos  

 

During my field trips I wrote many memos. These memos were used while reporting the 

findings of this study. I wrote these memos on a daily basis while I was conducting my 

data collection. For example, I wrote a few memos while waiting to meet managers, 

union representatives, or non-managerial employees. These memos involved aspects 

which were interesting and relevant to my data and study.  I also made a point of writing 

memos at the end of each day on various aspects relating to my study, such as 

managers’ comments on the practice of EP, my communication with non-managerial 

employees who were answering my interview questions, and the problems I had 

encountered in my data collection on that particular day.  To reduce the element of bias, 

I used a two-column approach while taking field notes. I used the first column to write 

verbatim report or the interaction and the other column to write my thoughts about the 

interaction that was taking place. These notes helped me in at least one ways: I have a 

record of my thoughts in the context.  
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Table 3.5 Memo: Case Study C: Posco HQ, Daya Bumi Building, KL, Federal 
Territory, West Malaysia. 
 
DAY 1 (15/12/2003, MONDAY) 
Observation Comments By Researcher 
1. The history about my research contact in this company 
started last year November 22, 2002. I was personally 
handed over the application letter to HR office. A month 
later, I received a email reply from MR Tn Haji Abdul 
Halim, Assi Executive  (Planning/HR) saying that my 
application to do a research at POS succesful. Later in 
March I received another mail from Ms Mazure Che Tom 
,Assi Manager (Planning) who also informed me my 
application was successful and asked where I could do 
my research - in Sabah or in KL. At the same time, I 
received an official letter from Mr Wan Sulong Wan 
Yaacob, Manager for Planning (HR) about my 
application. Therefore, I am happy to see that unionised 
firm in service sector become part of in my research. 2. 
These people asked me to liaise with Ms Azliatun, Clerk 
for HR Department (Training and Develpoment). I think 
from April 2003 till now (14/12/2003) I contact Ms 
Azliatun about my research planning in POS Berhad. I 
think everything is goes well.  3. I suppose to start my 
research on 1 Dec 2003. Due to some extention in Faber 
research work, then I postponed my research till 15 
December.   15/12/2003: First Day at Pos Berhad, HQ, 
KL  I arrived about 11.00a.m. First, I reported to Security 
Office in 8th Floor before proceeding to HR Department. 
HR Dept located in 8th Floor. When I come to HR Dept, 
I am looking for Ms Azliatun She was busy in IT room. I 
wait for while . Meantime waiting for her, I met IR 
Manager Mr .Zin. He asked me to see Ms Azliatun for 
further info on my research.  After 10 minutes, Ms 
Azliatun approached me. She told me that I need to meet 
Mr Mohamed Zain, Training and Development Manager 
because he is person in charge of any research student 
and also for practical training. But he was busy 
entertaining his staff in his room. I waited till 12.20 a.m 
and then I was invited me to go to his room. First 
question he ask me: What can I do for you? I do not 
know your present in POS Berhad. I never get any info 
from you. I am so surprised at  his statement. As far as I 
am concerned, I already submitted all relevant 
documents and letters one year ago and keep in touch all 
the time. He started asking many questions like what we 
can benefit from your research, what is significant you 
interview our people and so on. It seems that he was not 
interesting to my research in Pos. But I used all my IR 
knowledge to convince him by explaining all info in 
regards to my research. Finally he understood my project 
background and we gradually become a good friends. 
Then I promised to me that he will schedule interview 
session with all key informant in Pos Malaysia. Today 
(17/12/2003) I received interview schedule from him 
(Please see attachment for more info). Tomorrow I need 
to go there to conduct interview with key informant.  * 
However some limitation from him as T & D Manager: 

1. The T and D manager was approachable and quite 
different with HR Manager in BSp and T & D in 
Faber. T and D in Pos Berhad is gatekeeper for my 
research project. He is responsible the success of my 
research. T & D in Faber is a lady but work smart 
and very professional. HR manager in BSP has the 
same attitude as T & D in Pos Malaysia but he knew 
my project since beginning. Therefore, he knows my 
present to BSP and also my research background. 
Finally BSP and Faber are very supportive in my 
research where they allowed me to stay at their 
company from morning to evening where I can 
observe working class in daily basis. In Pos 
Malaysia, I cannot do that because the T & D 
manager limit to do so. What I can say here is the 
openness and closeness of Malaysia companies. This 
is reflect their the way managing their own people. I 
can comment that even my research matter also 
cannot be solved so easily, then how they can settle 
other HR problem throughout country with big 
workforce.  2. Even I observed Ms Azliatun, a 
clerk/secretary for T & D who was very scared to 
discuss with T & D manager.  She looked worried all 
the time. Maybe the style of management (autocratic 
style) rather democratic way of managing people. I 
believe empowerment to non-managerial employees 
in this company is not given at all (any way I need to 
check in interview session with them to valid this 
data).   In this quite different to BSP where HR 
manager giving full empowerment to his subordinate 
(non-managerial employees) to react on behalf of 
him on certain decision making process. O observed 
in this Dept. they are Malays, Chinese and Indian. 
HR manager allowed them to discuss work related 
matters directly to the workers. If the issue needed 
some further inquiries then they will refer to him of 
any action to be taken. But in Faber, the 
empowerment still in the hands of management 
discretion. 
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•  I cannot do any observation even structured or 
unstructured style. In this company, my prime methods 
are document analysis and interview. This is quite 
different in BSP and Faber. Over there I am able to 
observe two meetings (structured) and most of time I was 
allowed by HR manager to observe people in daily basis 
without knowing them I was observe them always.   
• I am only allowed to conduct interviews for about one 
hour and cannot be exceed more than one hour due to 
work commitments by all key respondent. This is quite 
hard to accept, based on my research paradigm and 
methodology that will be used in my study. It is 
challenge for me but I need to face the real world. In BSP 
and Faber I was allowed to interview all the key 
informant and given about 2 hours. I am a bit surprised in 
this company that limited me in many things. BSP and 
Faber fully understand my contribution to their firm's 
betterment.    .  
 . 
 Most HR department staff and secretaries of 

company are not allowed to join the union. They 
all are non-union staff even though they are in 
clerical group.   * Ms Rose also mentioned to me 
that the technical staff are very few and not an 
active member in union. They are only about 40 
technicians throughout country and their voice 
very less listened to by union. Mr Rose who was 
Non-Executive Union said this union is not 
active as other unions like Postmen Union and 
also Clerical. I also knew PostCo has in-house 
union only and do not liaise with national union. 

•  
 

In sum, the various research methods such as interviews, participant observation, direct 

observation, document analysis and memos that were discussed above triangulated to 

validate the research findings and strengthen understanding of the link between 

phenomenon being studied (EP) and contextual issues (Yin, 2003). A primary advantage 

of a qualitative case study, then, is that it employs many research methods in a single 

study.  

 

3.8. Data analysis stage 

 

There is a need for careful analysis of any qualitative data if it is to provide useful and 

meaningful information, so that valid and reliable conclusions can be drawn from it. 

The goal of qualitative data analysis is to summarise the information gained into related 

themes and patterns, to discover relationships among the themes and patterns and to 

develop explanations for these relationships (Patton, 2002).  As Patton (2002) points 

out, this falls into three stages: analysis, interpretation and evaluation. Analysis is the 
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process of bringing order to the data, organising what is there into patterns, categories 

and basic descriptive units. Interpretation involves attaching meanings and significance 

to the analysis, explaining descriptive patterns, and looking for relationship and linkages 

among descriptive dimensions. Evaluation involves making judgments about and 

assigning value to what has been analysed and interpreted (Patton, 2002).   

 

Miles and Huberman (1994) demonstrate frameworks that are similar in their 

conceptual principles and take a very pragmatic approach to the analysis of qualitative 

data. They provide 4 steps as follows: 

 

 Early steps in  analysis 

 Exploring  and describing 

 Ordering and explaining 

 Drawing and verifying conclusions. 

 

The steps of Miles and Huberman, as highlighted, above are neither ‘scientific’ nor 

mechanistic (Tesch, 1990) and they should not be viewed as rigid structures to be 

followed slavishly, but rather as a form to allow the appropriate framework for analysis 

to be created or developed. 

 

All recorded interviews from the fieldwork had been transcribed. This is a labour-

intensive process because two hours of interview, for example, takes as much as twelve 

hours to transcribe. There is a great value in producing complete verbatim transcript of 

interviews because they can be used to analyse the results of interviews in a methodical 

manner (see Appendix on the ‘Example of a Transcribed Interview’). 

 

The initial steps in the analysis involve methodical procedures to classify and organise 

data, and thematic analysis approach is used to organise this raw information. Thematic 

analysis is a process for encoding qualitative information. The encoding requires and 

explicit ‘code’, which can be a list of themes, indicators, and qualifications that are 

causally related, or something in between these two forms (Boyatzis, 1998). A theme is 

a pattern found in the information that at minimum describes and organises the possible 

observations, and at maximum interprets aspects of the phenomenon. A theme maybe 

identified at the manifest level (directly observable in the information) or at the latent 
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level (underlying the phenomenon). According to Boyatzis (1998), thematic analysis 

can be used for several purposes: 

 a way of seeing, 

 a way of making sense out of seemingly unrelated material, 

 a way of analysing qualitative information, 

 a way of systematically observing a person, an interaction, a 

group, a situation, an organisation, or a culture, and, 

 a way of converting qualitative information into quantitative data. 

 

The themes found in the interviews are then clustered into main headings, which are 

juxtaposed one to another to ensure they are conceptually distinct. The main headings 

are important because they guide the development of a theoretical model, in which 

researchers present a logical chain of evidence (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The main 

headings of the findings, which are discussed in details in Chapter 5, 6 and 7, are as 

follows: 

 
 Industry, product market, and main challenges facing by the 

companies, 

 Research method and background of the research respondents, 

 The perception of management, union, and non-managerial 

employees in regards to objective of employee participation in 

industry, 

 The perception of management regarding to the objectives of EP, 

 The perception of unions (where appropriate) regarding to the 

objectives of participation in industry, 

 The perception of non-managerial employees regarding to the 

objectives of participation in industry, 

 Different forms of employee participation 

 Direct Employee Participation, 

 Indirect employee participation, 

 The reasons that companies developed direct and indirect forms 

of employee participation, 

 The major issues considered when a company is dealing with 

different forms of employee participation, 
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 The Code of Conduct for Industrial Harmony 1975 and its 

influences on employee participation  

 

Apart from thematic analysis, a number of other analytical techniques, such as 

triangulation, displays, and pattern matching were used (Yin, 2003). As mentioned 

elsewhere, triangulation is a technique that is widely used in this study. It is a process to 

validate the overall research findings. The triangulation process involved comparing 

data from different data collection methods to see whether they corroborate with one 

another and present a complete picture (Denzin, 1970; Gillham, 2000).  For example, in 

this study results from various qualitative methods of data analysis, including 

interviews, documents review, field notes, and direct observation, were compared with 

each other.  The advantages of triangulation is to enhance the credibility, validity and 

quality of research (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2003). Furthermore, in this study, the interviews 

probed deeper into managers’, non-managerial employees’ and trade union 

representatives’ perceptions and practices of employee participation at Steelco, Autoco 

and Posco, revealing reasons and substantiating or modifying information from the 

documents and memos data. However, direct participant and direct observations in the 

company such as attending meetings, and staying for two months in each company, also 

uncovered the views of managers, unions and non-managerial employees and the actual 

practices on participating in various forms of EP, thus indicating the extent to which  

they have implemented genuine EP at the workplace and company level.   

 

Data displays and matrices are also used as an analytic tool in this study.  These 

techniques were used to interpret data for presentation purpose.  According to Miles and 

Huberman (1984:79) display is a ‘special format that represents information 

systematically to the user’.  Data also can be presented in an order and concise manner 

through charts, tables, an matrices forces analysis and comparisons of the relevant 

phenomenon within and between cases (Yin, 2003).  Some of examples of data displays 

and matrices can be found from Chapter 5, Figure 5.1, Figure 5.2), Chapter 6 (Figure 

6.1) and Chapter 7  (see Figure 7.7). 

 

The next analytic technique suggested by Yin (2003) is pattern matching. Yin believed 

pattern matching is one of the essential and preferred outcomes of case study analysis, 

and can establish whether there is a fit between theory and empirical findings. In this 
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respect the comparative analysis of case studies discussed in Chapter 8 offer clear 

evidence of the value of pattern matching.  By comparing empirical findings in Steelco, 

Autoco and Posco and then with EP theory that discussed in Chapter 2, potential 

patterns will be confirmed or disconfirmed (Yin, 2003).  Confirmation of expected 

patterns within cases leads to strengthened generalisation to the theory or model of EP. 

Disconfirmation requires a modification of theory or model.  For example, the western 

models of EP that presented in Chapter 2 were discussed within the research findings in 

Steelco, Autoco and Posco. The final result of data analysis which is discussed in 

Chapter 8 demonstrated that the existing model of EP needed to be modified to take 

account of cultural, social, and economic drivers in the Malaysian companies’ 

environment (Steelco, Autoco and Posco).   

 

Computer software was not used in the data analysis primarily because most of the raw 

data was in Malay and Tamil languages and a qualitative software package was not 

available in the Malay and Tamil versions. It would be very time consuming and 

expensive to translate nearly four hundred pages of transcript notes because additional 

translators must be used to minimise subjectivity and to seek consistency in data 

interpretation. When data is kept in its original form, more valid findings can be 

expected because they accurately represent what is happening in the field. In other 

words, the data collected is a true picture of what is being studied.  

 

Moreover, the researcher had no intention of breaking the meaning of texts into 

quantifiable units because computer-assisted analysis fails to take into account of 

important situational and contextual factors ((Denzin & Lincoln, 1998); the task of the 

analyst is to bring out the hidden meaning in the text. Likewise, many practitioners have 

expressed reservations about using computer software, assuming that it will result in 

quantitative analyses of qualitative data and a time consuming learning curve (Maclaran 

& Catterall, 2002). Moreover, software developers also bring assumptions, conceptual 

frameworks, and sometimes even methodological and theoretical ideologies to the 

development of their products.  

 

In terms of case analysis, all cases were analysed separately before a cross case 

analysis. The description of each case is presented individually in chapter 5 to 7.  Thus, 

a deliberate choice was made to present findings in such a way that would give the best 
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insights to the separate cases. The description of each case is in accordance with the 

themes presented in Chapter 2.  

 

3.9. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has described and justified the research design that was utilised in this 

study.  Qualitative research was selected for this study because it is rich, real, full, and 

holistic. It also provides a specific way to assess causality in organisational issue. On 

the other hand, quantitative research emphasis on testing and verification the 

phenomenon being studied than to understanding the phenomenon from the research 

respondents’ point of view. The discussion has also focused on the limitations of 

quantitative method in obtaining the best data for EP research. By contrast, within 

qualitative research, there are many research methodologies such case study, grounded 

theory, ethnographic and action research which can generate rich insightful data. 

 

Thus a qualitative case study strategy was designed to elicit the information because it 

is suitable to answer the central research question in this thesis (see Chapter 2).  A 

multiple-case design was used in this study. The data collections techniques include 

semi-structured and unstructured interviews, direct observation, memos, and document 

review. These instruments were administered in stages over a period of eight months in 

Malaysia. Data will be compiled and analysed through field notes, paraphrases, quotes, 

and highlighted words and sentences, and synthesised to understand more fully the 

situations.   

 

In the next chapter, I will describe the Malaysian economic development, industrial 

relations system and the Code of Conduct for Industrial Harmony 1975 as background 

and context for this study. This chapter is significant and foreshadows the case study 

investigations and analyses in Chapter 5, 6 and 7 which explore the nature of EP in the 

private sector in Malaysia. 
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