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Derived from sociotechnical systems theory, autonomous

or self-managed work groups are a form of work design in

which employees are multiskilled, take responsibility for

the group's tasks, and have discretion over the decisions

which impact group performance. Previously collected survey

data from 602 employees of a southwestern manufacturing firm

were examined via factor analyses and multivariate analysis

of variance. Significant differences were found for self-

managed work group members versus traditional job holders

regarding enhanced organizational involvement and enhanced

work responsibility. However, there was no evidence of an

age effect nor interaction regarding age. This study

provides evidence to other action researchers and

organizational decision makers that an "older" work force

should not be considered a barrier to implementing this type

of work design.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

A changing work force, international competition, and

technological innovation are forcing American businesses to

reevaluate their traditional way of work. Of major

importance are the dramatic changes occurring in the age

structure of the U.S. labor force (Ahlburg & Kimmel, 1986).

By the year 2000, 49% of the work force will be ages 35-54

as opposed to only 35% in 1988 (Johnson, 1988); with the

number of 50-65 age people increasing at more than twice the

rate of the overall population (Rameriz, 1989). Thus more

than 25% of the work force, by the year 2015, will be over

55 years of age (Memmott, 1986). From the year 1990 to

2000, the number of 18 to 34-year-olds will shrink by nine

million, while at the same time, American businesses will

see the creation of 15 million new jobs (Dychtwald & Flower,

1989).

These demographic projections indicate possible

shortages among various kinds of workers--technical,

professional, and some service industries (Rosen & Jerdee,

1988). Consequently, with fewer young people in the work

force, American businesses will be required to retain,

retrain, and hire the older worker (Johnson, 1988; Verespej,

1991).
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Concomitantly, studies have shown an increasing

alienation from work (Cole, 1982; Walton, 1972) and that a

larger proportion of the population appear to value leisure

more than work (Industry Week, 1991; Neugarten, 1979).

Thus, much attention has been focused on the "quality of

work life" within organizations. Quality of work life has

been defined as "a process by which an organization attempts

to unlock the creative potential of its people by involving

them in decisions affecting their work lives" (Guest, 1979,

p. 76). No longer satisfied with blind acceptance of

managerial direction, employees today are demanding more

participation in organizational decisions and to be treated

with respect and dignity in the workplace. Thus, for

organizations to be effective, they must move to a model of

employee commitment rather than one of control (Cascio,

1989; Walton, 1985).

Although organizations have implemented various

strategies and techniques to meet these challenges (e.g.,

job enrichment, management by objectives, matrix

organization design, etc.), their success has been limited

given the increasing complexity of today's organizations and

the turbulent environment in which they operate (De Greene,

1990). A promising approach to meet these challenges is the

use of autonomous or self-managed work groups (Manz & Sims,

1987).
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Derived from sociotechnical systems theory, the self-

directed or self-managed work group is generally composed of

less than 20 members who possess a variety of skills

necessary for the task and have responsibility for the whole

task. Autonomy for the group is derived from their ability

to make decisions regarding their day-to-day activities,

e.g., methods of work, task schedules, assignment of members

to different tasks, and feedback concerning group

performance (Cummings, 1978). Thus, the core attributes of

effective self-managed work groups include (Hackman, 1978):

(a) responsibility for a whole task, (b) individuals with a

variety of skills, (c) decision-making autonomy, and (d)

feedback about performance based on the accomplishments of

the group as a whole.

A transformation is occurring (Walton, 1985),, as

participative, autonomous work groups begin to play a

central role in many of today's organizations. However

despite the occurrence of demographic and organizational

changes, little empirical research has been conducted which

compares the attitude changes of older and younger workers

or assesses their differences in response to environmental

conditions (Lorence & Mortimer, 1985), and apparently, none

in the environment of self-managed work groups. If

autonomous or self-managed work groups are to meet the

challenges of today's business environment, including a
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changing workforce, the response of the older worker to this

way of work must be assessed.

The Older Worker

As noted by Peter Drucker (1985), the major obstacle to

organizational growth is not new product innovation, but

rather the inability of managers and workers to change their

attitudes and behaviors as rapidly as organizations require.

For the older worker, the ability to change becomes a

"catch-22, " in that the older employee is often viewed as a

liability rather than an organizational asset. Thus, when

organizational changes are needed, the assumption that older

workers are unable to change often precludes them from

receiving the very environmental conditions needed for

change to occur, e.g., organizational support, training,

feedback, etc. Therefore, the expectation of the older

worker being unable to change is fulfilled.

For example, a high technology company in the U.S.

conducted an exploratory study to determine whether or not

the "aging" of the workforce was responsible for lowered

productivity (57% of workforce over 40) (Donchin, 1983).

Randomly sampled into groups for interviewing purposes, data

was collected from 4,000 employees. Some key responses from

the study revealed:

67% percent believed that management does not provide

enough opportunity to stay up to date (76% among non-

managerial exempts);
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47% believed that older employees are seldom given

opportunities to develop themselves in their

occupation/profession;

45% believed that management does not seem to be open

to new ideas;

47% did not feel that management cared about its

employees. (Donchin, 1983, p. 3)

Given the negativity of the above statements, it is not

surprising that the most angry and bitter comments of the

study concerned the underutilization of the older worker:

- there is no apparent emphasis or interest in

utilizing the older worker;

- older workers spend their time working on older

never-ending projects and have not (sic] time to

start new projects;

- older workers performance is often poor because

they are shunted to 'backwater' jobs;

- the creativity of older workers is not utilized,

asked for, or recognized;

- older workers are not trained in new technology;

there is nothing for employees over 55;

- older workers do not go to seminars that younger

workers go to. (Donchin, 1983, p. 4)

Thus for this sample, the negative attitude and behaviors of

management toward the older workers and not the older

workers' abilities were reflected. Rather than resisting
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change, the older workers of this organization demanded

change.

Given the demographics of a "graying workforce," it is

imperative that more studies be conducted to counteract and

overcome these misperceptions. However, demographic changes

are not the only reason for studying the older worker.

The economic drain of the non-utilization of the older

person in the workforce is a serious one. With our current

organizational and governmental policies encouraging early

retirement, older workers continue to withdraw prematurely

from the labor force (Rosen & Jerdee, 1986; Sobel, 1972).

In 1950, the ratio of workers to retirees was 17 to 1, but

by 1992, this figure, based on U. S. census data, will drop

to 3 to 1 (Business Week, 1988). Thus, we will continue to

see a tremendous strain on company pension systems, social

security, medicare programs, and on the economy as a whole

(Forman, 1984).

Although factors that influence an individual's

decision to retire are beyond the scope of this study,

attitudinal and behavioral data suggest that improvements in

the quality of working life and specifically in the nature

of task attributes and working environment play a major role

in "retirement propensity" (Sheppard, 1976). In his

research with white male, blue collar workers, Sheppard

(1972) included a measure of task-level quality (e.g.,

perceived autonomy, variety, responsibility). He found that
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the lower the task-level quality, the more willingness of

the employee to retire immediately, if assured of an

adequate income.

According to Maggie Kuhn, leader of the Gray Panther's

organization:

People should have a lifelong opportunity to work.

Businesses have found that, with mandatory retirement,

they have thrown away many irreplaceable skills. But

the answer is in the workplace. If you humanize the

workplace, restructure it . . . , people will be less

eager to retire. (Dychtwald & Flower, 1989, p. 175)

James McElwain, vice-president of personnel and education at

NCR Corporation, voices the same concern,

"American employers cannot afford to retire educated,

skilled, and experienced workers. The bottom line is this,

we must make working more attractive than retiring"

(Verespej, 1991, p. 21). Thus retirement, for many older

workers, may be viewed frequently as an escape from an

undesirable, unsatisfying work role and/or environment

(Sheppard, 1976). Therefore, if we are to meet the economic

and social challenges of an older population, research is

needed to determine the receptivity of older workers to

current managerial strategies and interventions.

How Old is Older?

To speak of the older worker is itself a problem,

for there is a wide variation in law, theories, studies, and
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the media as to how "older" is defined (Hale, 1990). In a

review of the human resource management literature between

1970 and 1985, Ashbaugh and Fay (1987) found a total of 105

studies in which a chronological definition of the older

worker was given. Of these studies, the "onset of aging"

ranged from age 30 to age 65, with 53.4 years as the average

age used. The reasons given by the researchers as to "When

is old?" was as varied as the ages decided upon and only 20

of the 105 studies included the basis for their choice (of

these, 12 noted the choice was arbitrary). Nor did

governmental policy provide a clear guideline for

determining the age of the older worker; only four of the

studies used age 40, the starting point of age

discrimination protection (e.g., Age Discrimination in

Employment Acts of 1967, 1978, and 1986).

However, this lack of uniformity is not confined to the

human resources literature. In an earlier study of the

Psychological Sciences section of the Journal of

Gerontology, it was found that "old subjects ranged in age

from as young as 35 years to as old as 100 . .. a."

(Abrahams, Hoyer, Elias, & Bradigan, 1975).

In a 1989 study commissioned by the American Board of

Family Practice (1990), a national random sample of 1,200

Americans, aged 18 years to 75 years, were asked,

(a) At what age do you think that MOST PEOPLE generally

leave middle age and become "old?" (b) At what age do
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you think that MOST MEN generally leave middle age and

become "old?" (c) At what age do you think that MOST

WOMEN generally leave middle age and become "old?" (p.

122).

The average age for becoming "old," in'this sample, was 66

for "most people," 65 for "most men," and 68 for "most

women." Interestingly, there is also variation in the age

given for becoming older according to the respondent's age,

i.e., as the respondent's age increases so does the average

age for becoming older. For example, for those under 36, the

average age for becoming old is 64; 36-45, average age is

66; 46-55, average age is 67; 56-65, average age is 68; and

for those 66-75, the average age for becoming old is 70.

Therefore, for these respondents, the older you are,

the farther away you are from becoming old!

Perceptions and Attitudes Toward the Older Worker

Following divestiture of its operating companies,

American Telephone & Telegraph (AT&T) found itself with an

over-abundance of managers at all levels. To achieve a

reduction in its managerial force, as necessitated by a non-

regulated environment, the company offered to its managers

various and sundry "incentive plans" for voluntary

retirement or resignation. Previously viewed as assets of

the Bell System, many of the older managers found themselves

under attack. Comments such as, "Why doesn't she leave and

make room for us?" and "Everyone knows he is already retired
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in place!" could be overheard in the conversations of the

younger managers. Possibly dramatic examples, but, none the

less, true examples of age stereotyping.

Webster's Third New International Dictionary defines

"stereotype" as a "standardized mental picture held in

common by members of a group and representing

an oversimplified opinion, affective attitude, or uncritical

judgement" (1981, p. 2238). Dr. Robert Butler, former

Director of the National Institute on Aging, uses the term

"ageism" to denote prejudice by members of one age group

against another and describes age discrimination in the

United Sates as being as "violent and widespread" as race

and sex discrimination (Kahana, Kahana, & Kujak, 1979). As

an example, between 1980 and 1986, the number of age

discrimination complaints filed with the federal Equal

Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) and state

commissions more than doubled from 11,000 to 27,000 (Tubbs,

1989). Daniel Knowles (1984), former advisor to President

Carter's Special Committee on Aging, describes age

discrimination against the older worker as the "most

insidious" type of discrimination taking place today,

for the following reasons:

First, much of the discrimination is subconscious and

subtle. People discriminating against the older worker

are not even aware that they are discriminating.

Second, age discrimination is insidious, because it is
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perpetuated by other older workers, and not by younger

people who are not in the management positions to do

the discriminating. It is like [a] predator that

devours its own. Third, since the middle-aged and

older workers are the largest of the so-called

protected groups, more cases of discrimination probably

occur against them on the sheer weight of statistics.

(p. 53)

Case in point, few studies have systematically examined the

extent and pervasiveness of age stereotypes within the

workplace (Rosen & Jerdee, 1976a). In a review of the

literature, Doering, Rhodes, and Schuster (1983) discuss six

studies on attitudes toward the older worker.

Two of these were conducted by Rosen and Jerdee, who

have written extensively on the topic of the older worker.

In an investigation on the nature of job-related

stereotypes, Rosen and Jerdee (1976a) asked 56 realtors and

50 undergraduate business students to rate the average 60-

year-old person and the average 30-year-old on 65 job-

related traits (e.g., productive, efficient, dependable,

etc.). The older worker was perceived, by this sample of

respondents, to be potentially less employable, particularly

for highly demanding and challenging positions and less

capable on creative, motivational, and productive job

demands. The older worker was also rated lower on potential

for development. No differences were found for ratings on
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interpersonal skills and effectiveness in group situations.

However, the respondents did rate the older worker

favorably, in comparison to the younger worker, for jobs

that emphasized quality, reliability, and integrity.

Rosen and Jerdee (1976b) also investigated the

influence of age stereotypes on the simulated managerial

decisions of 142 undergraduate business students. Using an

in-basket exercise, participants were presented with a

series of six hypothetical incidents in which an employee's

age might be expected to have an influence on a managerial

decision. The six incidents were designed to test the

following age-related stereotypes: (a) resistance to

change, (b) lack of creativity, (c) cautiousness and

slowness of judgement, (d) lower physical capacity, (e)

disinterest in technological change, and (f) untrainability.

Rosen and Jerdee found support for their hypothesis, in

that, age stereotypes were reflected in the administrative

evaluations made. As a result, the older worker was seen as

(a) more resistant to change, (b) less likely to receive

training, promotions, and performance feedback, and (c) less

interested in developing and updating their skills.

In a replication of an earlier study conducted more

than 30 years ago, Bird and Fisher (1986) assessed both

hourly and supervisory personnel attitudes toward older

employees within a nonunion manufacturing plant. Their

results were "remarkably similar" to those obtained 30 years
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earlier, in that, hourly workers held more positive

attitudes toward older employees than did the supervisors,

although the supervisors were older than the hourly workers

on average. As noted by the authors, "One can imagine some

frustration for production workers as they age, because

their own confidence in their work may not be reflected in

the attitudes of their supervisors" (p. 516).

However, not all studies reflect such negativity toward

the older worker. In a study by Craft, Doctors, Shkop, and

Benecki (1979), 304 enrollees in an MBA executive

development program were asked to describe hypothetical

persons in a 35-, 50-, 60-, and 70-year-old age group by

checking 28 employment-related adjectives. In this sample,

the respondents rated the age groups differently on only

four of the 28 adjectives. The older worker was described

less often as serious, ambitious, and strong, and more as

opinionated. However, significant differences between the

age groups were not found for such important performance

adjectives as adaptable, conscientious, creative, efficient,

and initiative.

Although negative perceptions toward the older worker

may in fact be changing, misperceptions and inaccuracies

attributed toward the older worker permeate our thinking and

are reflected in our every day language, e.g.,, "He is out to

pasture," or "She has one foot in the grave," or "You can't
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teach an old dog new tricks." However, research findings

on the older worker have shown how false these beliefs are.

Accuracy of Age Stereotypes

In a comprehensive review of the scientific literature,

Rhodes (1983) examined age-related differences in work

attitudes and work behaviors. From her analysis of the

first category, work attitudes, she concluded that age was

consistently and positively related to overall job

satisfaction, satisfaction with work itself, job

involvement, internal work motivation, and organizational

commitment, and negatively related to turnover.

The relationship between age and work behaviors

included categories of job performance, absenteeism, and

turnover. Rhodes (1983) reviewed 25 empirical studies

conducted over the past 30 years that examined the age-

performance relationship. Although she found mixed results

(e.g., nonsignificant, positive, negative, and inverted-U),

Rhodes reported that the studies, in general, indicated a

slowing of aging, as well as greater variability within age

categories, for older than younger workers. However, she

concluded that the studies she reviewed also supported the

notion that for the most part, job demands are not extreme

enough for age-related differences to have an effect on job

performance.

Rhodes (1983) also questioned the reliability and

validity of the studies, since none provided information as
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to whether a job analysis had determined the criteria of

performance and the possibility of rater age bias in

determining job performance. For the category of

absenteeism, she found the greatest empirical support for

older male employees having lower rates of avoidable absence

than younger male employees. For turnover, Rhodes reported

strong support for a negative relationship between age and

turnover. Thus, these results suggest that older employees

are less likely to leave the organization than younger

workers.

Aldag and Brief (1975) examined the relationship

between age and employee reactions to task characteristics.

Their research revealed no significant differences between

younger and older workers in regard to perceived autonomy,

skill variety, and job feedback. However, they did find

that the older worker did not respond unfavorably to jobs

perceived as lacking significance and meaningful output,

while the younger did respond very unfavorably.

Additionally, the older workers responded more favorably to

jobs high on task identity, while the young workers were

more apt to prefer jobs low in task identity.

Wright and Hamilton (1978) explored the hypothesis that

"Standards and expectations erode over the years such that

the old learn to be satisfied with less"

(p. 1154). Thus, the older worker has "learned" to be

satisfied with less meaningful and challenging work.
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However, in general, they found no important differences by

age in the value people attach to fulfilling and enriching

work. In fact, their research reflects an escalation of

demands rather than complacency; for example, it is the over

60 aged employees, both blue and white collar, who attach

the most importance to having freedom and authority, i.e.,

autonomy, to do the job, and to being given the opportunity

to do the things they do best.

Wright and Hamilton (1978) did find some differences

with regard to interpersonal factors and resource support.

For both blue and white collar workers, the importance of

having friendly supervisors and interested coworkers

increased with age. older workers also attached a great

deal more importance to receiving help and the right

equipment to do the job.

Pinder and Pinto (1974) investigated the relationship

of managerial style to specific managerial demographic

variables, including age. Completing an in-basket exercise,

200 managers were rated on 46 behavior variables (e.g.,

takes positive action, gives specific orders to

subordinates, calls for discussion or exchange of ideas,

etc.). Using the in-basket responses, the 200 managers were

then combined into homogeneous and mutually exclusive

clusters on the basis of the similarities among their

behavioral styles. From their analysis, Pinder and Pinto

reported:



17

Late middle-age managers (aged 40-55) appeared to be

the most efficient of the sample. They acted as

positively and decisively as the young autocratic

group, but took more advantage of information-gathering

activities than did the younger men. And, at the same

time, the older group demonstrated more inter-personal,

human relations skills did than either of the two other

groups. (p. 265)

As noted by Sterns and Hayslip (1990), "Stereotypic beliefs

about aging lead to employers not taking advantage of

competent available workers who happen to be older" (p. 12).

However, in a major new study released by the Commonwealth

Fund (AARP, 1991), the value of the older worker was

demonstrated by three diverse organizations: Days Inn of

America, Inc.; The Traveler's Corporation; and B & Q, the

largest do-it-yourself home improvement firm in Great

Britain.

Commissioned by Commonwealth (a non-profit

philanthropic organization), ICF, Inc., a Washington

consulting firm which specializes in labor studies, compared

older and younger workers at each company (AARP, 1991).

From their analysis of Days Inn's records, ICF found no

difference between the older and younger worker in the time

to be trained (two weeks) on the company's sophisticated

computer equipment. Although the older workers spent more

time handling reservation calls, they booked more
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reservations than the younger workers. In fact, the

company's highest performer was Harold Blum, age 77

(Kiechel, 1990). In addition, company records reflected

that the older workers were flexible in accepting work

assignments and that overall recruiting and training costs

had actually reduced due to less turnover among the older

workers.

Similar positive results have been experienced by

Travelers, an insurance firm that established a job bank for

its retirees ten years ago (AARP, 1991). Due to the

company's success with the job bank, in 1985, they invited

non-Travelers retirees to an "unretirement party" for

recruiting purposes; with 700 retired workers attending and

approximately half registering with the job bank that day

(Johnson, 1988). By 1987, approximately 60% of Travelers

temporary labor needs were being met by job bank members

(Bove, 1987).

The third company studied by ICF, B & Q, decided to

test the older workers potential by staffing an entire store

with employees 50 and older. After the trial period, the

store had experienced: (a) less absenteeism; (b) less damage

and theft; (c) six times lower employee turnover; and (d) an

18% increase in profitability, on average, when compared to

five other B & Q stores. Upon release of the results,

Thomas W. Maloney, senior vice president of the Commonwealth

Fund, commented:
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This study for the first time provides numerical

results from real companies that have hired older

workers. In no instance were these companies motivated

by compassion or social justice. They were motivated by

profitability and the availability of skilled workers.

The bottom line speaks for itself: The case studies

prove that hiring older people makes good business

sense. (AARP, 1991, p. 7)

Sociotechnical Systems Theory

The concept of sociotechnical systems refers to a way

of viewing the organization as an open system which takes

into account its environment and the relationships of its

social and technological systems (Trist, 1959). Thus,

organizations are composed of people (the social system) who

use tools, techniques, and knowledge (technical system) to

transform and produce goods and services for the customer

(environment). The goal of sociotechnical systems

intervention is the principle of "just optimization" (Davis

& Trist, 1974) which states that an organization will

function effectively only when both the social and

technological systems are designed to fit the needs of each

other, as well as the demands of the environment. Underlying

this principle is the belief that technology is not accepted

as a given, but changes can occur within the organization

and the design of the job that allow for the best match or

fit of the individual and technology.
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Thus, the primary aim of sociotechnical systems theory

is to design a work structure that is responsive to the

social and psychological needs of the employees and the task

requirements of the technology; "a structure that is both

productive and humanely satisfying" (Cummings, 1978, p.

626). In addition, because the sociotechnical system is

viewed as an open system, it is continually interacting with

the environment; thus, the environment both influences and

is influenced by the work system (Cummings, 1978).

Durham Coal Mines

Sociotechnical theory was conceived by Trist and

Bamforth (1951) shortly after World War II. Studying the

effects of mechanization in British coal mines, they

reported the difficulties of introducing technological

change upon the social system of the miners.

Prior to mechanization, Trist and Bamforth (1951)

reported the following as characteristic of the coal

miners work: (a) emphasis on small group organization at

the coal face, (b) leadership and supervision internal to

the groups, (c) capacity for self-direction was a function

of the wholeness of their work task, (d) multiple skills of

the individual, and (e) production goals determined by the

group. Trist and Bamforth concluded: "The small group,

capable of responsible autonomy, and able to vary its work

pace in correspondence with changing conditions, would
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appear to be the type of social structure ideally adapted to

the underground situation" (1951, p. 7).

However, with the introduction of the longwall method,

the characteristics of the job and social structure that

emerged were drastically different. To accommodate this new

method of coal getting, the work, much like mass production,

was broken down into functional components and completed in

a fixed succession. Thus, the miners were required to work,

not in small, autonomous groups, but in various shifts.

Jobs were separated by skill level, resulting in distinct

job classes. With mechanization, the whole task was pieced

out based on the appropriate job classification, which, as

pointed out by Trist and Bamforth, did create an

interdependence among the miners. However, as also noted,

this organization of work allowed mistakes and errors to

move forward, "producing yet other difficulties in the next

[stage of production]" (Trist & Bamforth, 1951, p.21).

Despite the improved equipment available with

mechanization, performance levels did not increase as

anticipated. Trist and Bamforth argued that the

mechanization in the coal mines had disrupted the

organization of the small autonomous work groups; thus, the

production system introduced by the longwall method of coal

getting addressed only the technical side (plant and

machinery), and neglected the social relations and work

organization of the coal miners. As a result, not only did
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production suffer, but the miners also exhibited lower

morale, increased mutual scapegoating, greater emphasis on

the informal organization, and more absenteeism.

Indian Weaving Shed

Two years later, the second major study which examined

the concept of sociotechnical systems was reported by Rice

(1953). Acting as a consultant and representative of the

Tavistock Institute, the Ahmedabad Manufacturing & Calico

Printing Company in Ahmedabad, India, known more familiarly

as the "Calico Mills," had requested the Institute and

Rice's assistance in addressing the "general social and

production problems" of the mills (Rice, 1953).

New automatic looms had recently been installed in one

of the Calico mills. The weaving process consisted of

component tasks with a number of workers allocated to each

component. Thus production was dependent upon the

"simultaneous carrying out of all activities of the shed"

(p. 303). However, productivity had not improved in

comparison to the non-automatic looms (i.e., low efficiency

and high damage).

From his analysis, Rice determined that while the

technology of new automatic looms necessitated worker

interdependence, the workers themselves were organized into

independent work roles. Thus, the technical and social

systems were not being "jointly optimized." In addition the

breaking down of the jobs into component parts and



23

consequent specialization had reduced the range and quality

of skills required by the workers. "A weaver no longer had

to service his looms, tune them, refill shuttles, or stop

the loom to prevent damage" (Rice, 1953, p. 309).

Thus, Rice formulated the following assumptions about

the work group organization within the weaving shed:

(a) when individual tasks are interdependent the

relationships between those performing the tasks will

have important effects on productivity; (b) groups of

workers engaged in the same loom group are more likely

to form internally structured stable and cohesive group

relationships than those in overlapping groups; (c)

interchangeability of tasks (role rotation) gives

greater freedom of movement to workers; (d) the

coincidence of obvious physical and loom-group

boundaries enables a working group to realize itself

and identify itself with its "territory;" (e) the fewer

the differences there are in work-group status (and

pay) consistent with offering opportunities for

promotion, the more likely is the internal structure of

a group to stabilize itself and more likely are its

members to accept internal leadership. (1953, p. 309)

However from his analysis, Rice concluded that none of these

conditions were being met by the design of the existing

sociotechnical system. Rice, therefore, reexamined the

tasks of the weaving shed.
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First, he determined that the occupational role of

"weaver" was no longer appropriate, but that the automatic

loom was now the weaver and the workers performed various

service roles. He identified the following two groups: (a)

those concerned with weaving, and (b) those with

loading/unloading and maintenance of the loom. He then

proposed a group of workers for a group of looms 
with each

group having full responsibility for the looms, i.e.,

weaving and maintenance. It was then determined that three

natural grades, of which one would provide the group leader,

would suffice for each work group rather than the nine

existing pay grades. The interdependence of the group was

reinforced by a group payment system with all members

responsible for all activities of their group. Although

Rice anticipated it would take some time for the supervisor

and workers to accept this new form of organization, they

"spontaneously took possession" and within days, the workers

had organized four experimental internally led work groups.

After a short period, these groups were performing at a

level of higher efficiency and lower damage than before the

reorganization.

Following these experiments, the use of sociotechnical

systems design began to spread throughout the industrialized

nations of Europe (Trist, 1980). However, it was not until

the mid 70's that American industries began to pay attention

to the "quality" of work life in the United States (Cole,
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1982) and began to experiment with sociotechnical systems

(Davis & Trist, 1974; Lawler, 1988).

Sociotechnical Systems in the U.S. Today

Of the design applications of sociotechnical systems

theory, the most used in North America has been the use of

autonomous or self-managed work groups (Pasmore, Francis,

Haldeman, 1982). A recent nationwide study conducted jointly

by Development Dimensions International (DDI), the

Association for Quality and Participation (AQP), and

Industry Week investigated the use of self-managed work

teams (Wellins & George, 1991). Of the 862 executives

surveyed, 26% were using self-managed work groups in at

least some part of their organizations, and within the next

five years, planned to organize more than half of their

workforce into self-managed teams. Thus, an increasing

number of companies are beginning to understand and

appreciate the impact that effective work teams can bring to

the organization (Beer & Walton, 1990; Lawler, 1988; Walton,

1985).

The Nature of Self-Managed Work Groups

As stated earlier, the primary aim of sociotechnical

systems theory is to design a work structure that is

responsive to the social and psychological needs of the

employees and the task requirements of the technology

(Cummings, 1978). Thus, drawing from sociotechnical systems

design and job re-design theories, Cummings (1978) has
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identified the following factors as characteristic of

autonomous or self-managing groups.

Job Characteristics. In order for the group to

function as a self-directed or autonomous team, it is

necessary for each member to: (1) possess a variety of

skills important to task completion; (2) have autonomy or

discretion over work decisions; (3) recognize the impact or

significance of their work. Sundstrom, De Meuse, and

Futrell (1990) have also recommended that the members

understand the organization's goals and the context of their

work within this overall mission.

Psychological Characteristics. Cummings (1978) also

addresses the psychological and social conditions that are

affected by an environment of self-direction or self-

management. Using Hackman and Oldham's theory of job design

(1980), as employees experience changes in the

characteristics of the job (i.e., more autonomy, task

significance, etc.), they will be more satisfied with the

work and feel more responsible. In addition, group members

experience a more supportive social environment (i.e.,

supervisory support as well as group member support).

Rousseau (1977) posits that members will be more committed

to the organization because these social and psychological

needs are met by this form of work design.

Information and Decision Making. Cummings (1978) also

identified conditions of the organization's context which
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promote self-direction. The work groups must have

information networks, communication, and cooperation among

themselves, as well as with other groups and departments,

and participate in decision-making processes. Lawler (1986)

has noted the considerable variability in the kinds of

decisions that self-managed work groups make. For example,

some groups may only be involved with the interviewing of

future team members, while other groups may make the final

hiring decision on their members. Whatever the level of

decision making, the group must be able to participate in

the decisions for tasks and functions which they have

responsibility for.

Research Objectives

If autonomous or self-managed work groups are to meet

the challenges of today's business environment, including a

changing workforce, the response of the older worker to this

way of work must be assessed. More specifically, this study

empirically tested the perceived reactions of older and

younger workers in self-managed work groups, as well as

their counter parts perceived reactions in more

traditionally designed jobs, on the following major

dimensions: (a) job characteristics, (b) psychological

characteristics, (c) information flow, and (d) decision

making. A self-directed environment may provide more

autonomy and freedom to do the job, more responsibility,

increased task importance, and a more supportive social
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environment. These have been identified as important

job/workplace characteristics for older employees (Aldag &

Brief, 1975; Phillips, Barrett, & Rush, 1978; Wright &

Hamilton, 1978). On these bases, the following research

hypotheses were formulated:

HI: Employees of self-managed work groups, regardless

of age, in comparison to those employees in more

traditionally designed jobs, will report greater enhanced:

(a) autonomy, skill variety, task significance and mission

clarity; (b) job satisfaction, responsibility for work,

organizational commitment, and coworker and supervisor

support; (c) communication, cooperation, utilization of

information, conflict resolution; (d) participation in

decision making and effective group decisions.

H2: Older employees, in comparison to younger

employees, of self-managed work groups, will report greater

enhanced: (a) autonomy, skill variety, task significance and

mission clarity; (b) job satisfaction, responsibility for

work, organizational commitment, and co-worker and

supervisor support; (c) communication, cooperation,

utilization of information, conflict resolution; (d)

participation in decision making and effective group

decisions.

H3: Older employees of self-managed work groups, in

comparison to older employees in more traditionally designed

jobs, will report greater enhanced: (a) autonomy, skill
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variety, task significance and mission clarity; (b) job

satisfaction, responsibility for work, organizational

commitment, and co-worker and supervisor support;

(c) communication, cooperation, utilization of information,

conflict resolution; (d) participation in decision making

and effective group decisions.



CHAPTER II

METHOD

This study was conducted in a satellite manufacturing

plant of a Fortune 100 corporation. Located in the

southwestern United States, the plant is responsible for

metal fabrication, manufacture of electric components and

assembly, and electronic cable harness production. Workers

employed at the plant have received extensive training in

Just-in-Time (JIT) manufacturing philosophy, decision-making

processes, task functions, etc. The teams make many

decisions on scheduling and personnel policies, and in

addition, have extensive control over schedules, quality,

and production methods.

Participants

Of the 602 employees participating in the study, 418

were organized into self-managed work groups. The

remaining 181 employees performed similar type work, but

were not organized into autonomous work groups. The

employees ranged in age from 21 years to 67 years, with a

mean of 41.70. The educational level averaged almost 13

years. Seniority at this site ranged from 0 to 31 years,

with a mean of 12.8. 52.5% of the participants were male

and 47.5% female.
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For research comparisons, the older worker was defined

as those employees age 40 and above (Age Discrimination in

Employment Acts of 1967, 1978, and 1986). Three age

groupings were used: (a) 50 and above, (b) 40 to 49, and (c)

39 and below. Employees age 50 and above have been included

on a separate level due to the lack of research data on

their work attitudes (Rhodes, 1983).

Instruments Used and Terms

Data was collected in the form of a questionnaire.

Demographic data such as age, seniority, and education were

obtained by asking a single and direct objectively worded

question. All other dimensions were measured by asking

employees to indicate on a five-point Likert-type rating

scale the extent to which they perceived their jobs to have

changed for each variable, ranging from "much less than

before" (scored 1) to "much more than before" (scored 5).

The higher the score, the more the employee perceived the

job to have changed for that variable.

To better understand employees' reactions to an

environment of self-direction, entire subscales were not

used for development of the questionnaire. Rather, items

were selected from various sources given the nature of this

form of job design. Following is a brief explanation of

each source that was used in the construction of the

questionnaire and the variables investigated in this study.
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Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS). To tap employees

perceptions of job characteristics, Hackman and Oldham

(1980) developed the Job Diagnostic Survey. Three items

were chosen from the JDS.

Autonomous Work Group Study. An instrument was created

by Wall, Kemp, Jackson, and Clegg (1986) to measure outcomes

of autonomous work groups in a manufacturing setting.

Eleven items were selected from this instrument.

Department of Defense (DOD). The General Research

Corporation was commissioned by the Department of Defense

(1990) to prepare a self-assessment guide for all levels of

DOD managers. Its purpose is to assist in the advancement

of total quality management and productivity. Three items

were selected from this instrument.

Decision Making Process. Heller, Drenth, Koopman, and

Rus (1988) created an instrument to measure various areas of

the decision making process in organizations. Two items

were chosen from their survey instrument.

Job Characteristics. The first variable, autonomy,

represents the degree to which the job provides substantial

freedom, independence, and discretion to the employee in

scheduling the work and determining the procedures to be

used in carrying it out. To measure employees' perception

of autonomy, two items were selected. One item was chosen

from the JDS. The reliability for this scale was .76. The

second item was selected from the instrument developed by
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Wall et al. (1986). They reported an alpha coefficient for

this scale of .86.

Skill variety is the degree to which a job requires a

variety of different activities in carrying out the work,

which involves the use of different skills and talents of

the employee. One item was chosen from the Wall et al.

(1986) instrument. The reliability for this scale was .77.

Task significance represents the degree to which the

job has a substantial impact on the lives or work of other

people, whether in the immediate organization or in the

external environment. The instrument by Wall et al. (1986)

also provided one question for this measure. An alpha

coefficient of .58 was reported for this scale.

Mission clarity is the degree to which employees are

aware of the overall mission of the organization One

question was selected from the instrument developed for the

Department of Defense (1990).

Psychological Characteristics. Job satisfaction

represents the degree to which the employee is satisfied and

happy with the job. Two measures were used, one from the

JDS and the other from the Wall et al. (1986) instrument.

Hackman and Oldham (1975)

reported a reliability of .76 for this scale. An alpha

coefficient of .88 was reported by Wall et al. (1986).

The term, responsibility for work, is the degree to

which the employee feels personally accountable and
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responsible for the results of the work he or she does.

One item was selected from both the JDS and Wall et al.

(1986).

Organizational commitment is the degree to which the

employee feels a part of the organization. One item was

used from the Wall et al. instrument (1986). They reported

an alpha coefficient in the .70 range.

The fourth psychological characteristic, coworker

support, represents the degree to which the employee feels

that coworkers would help if the employee was in trouble at

work. Wall et al. (1986) reported an alpha coefficient of

.80 for this scale.

Supervisor support, also measured by an item from the

Wall et al. (1986) instrument, is the degree to which the

employee feels that the supervisor would help the group.

They reported an alpha coefficient of .69 for this scale.

Information Flow. The first variable within this

category, communication, is defined as the degree to which

the employee perceives having effective communication

channels with their supervisor, as well as effective

communication channels between departments ithin the

organization. Two items were selected from the Department

of Defense (1990) instrument.

Utilization of information is the degree to which the

employees receive the facts and information needed to do

their job and have the opportunity to exchange such
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information with their supervisor as needed. Two items were

selected from the Department of Defense (1990) instrument.

Cooperation represents the degree to which employees

perceive cooperation among coworkers, as well as having good

relations with other departments. Two items were selected

from the Department of Defense (1990) instrument and one

from Wall et al. (1986). They reported an alpha coefficient

of .80 for this scale.

Conflict resolution represents the degree to which

employees are able to work out differences between

group/department members. Two items were used from Wall et

al. (1986) with an alpha coefficient of

.69 on this scale.

Decision Making. Participation in decision making is

defined as participating in the group decision making

process as well as in plant decisions. Three items were

selected from the Wall et al. (1986) instrument. The alpha

coefficient was .82 for this scale. One question was also

selected from Heller et al. (1988) who reported satisfactory

reliability for this scale.

The last variable, effectiveness of group decisions,

refers to the quality of the decisions made by the group.

One item was used from the Heller et al. (1988) instrument.

They also reported satisfactory reliability for this scale.

Table 1 is a summary of the variables investigated; authors
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Table 1

Measures Used in the Study

Author/s Question

Variable of Scale Number

Job
Characteristics

Autonomy

Skill Variety

Task Significance

Mission Clarity

Psychological
Characteristics

Job Satisfaction

Responsibility
for Work

Organizational
Commitment

Coworker
Support

Supervisor
Support

Hackman/Oldham (1980);
Wall et al. (1986)

Wall et al. (1986)

Wall et al. (1986)

DOD (1990

Hackman/Oldham (1980);
Wall et al. (1986)

Hackman/Oldham (1980);
Wall et al. (1986)

Wall et al. (1986)

Wall et al. (1986)

Wall et al. (1986)

Table Continues

11
24

14

23

16

32
33

12
15

17

18

19



Variable

Information Flow

Communication

Information
Utilization

Cooperation

Conflict
Resolution

Decision Making

Participation in
Decision Making

Effectiveness of
Group Decisions

Author/s
of Scale

DOD (1990)

DOD (1990)

DOD (1990) ;
Wall et al. (1986)

Wall et al. (1986)

Heller et al. (1988);
Wall et al. (1986)

Heller et al. (1988)

Question
Number

28,29

29,30

21,22
18

19, 20

31
24, 26*
36

37

* Reversed

Note: DOD = Department of Defense

of the scales; and the question number, in the present

survey, based on the source used.

Procedure

Questionnaires were distributed to the employees at the

plant, with a cover letter (Appendix A) and an envelope in

which the completed questionnaire was sealed and returned to

the original researcher. (See Appendix B for the survey

questions used.)

37
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Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using the Statistical Package

for Social Scientists, Release 3.0 (SPSS-X). All procedures

were executed using normal default techniques for missing

data. Questionnaire items were factor analyzed in order to

better organize the dependent variables via underlying

dimensions. Following factor analyses, sample means between

older and younger employees, and self-managed work groups

and traditional designed jobs were examined using a 2 X 3

multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) for all

employees.



CHAPTER III

RESULTS

The coefficient alpha reliabilities for each of the

variables are presented in Table 2 along with the total

sample mean scores and standard deviations. The

coefficients ranged from .58 to .79, which are comparable to

those reported in the earlier studies.

Intercorrelations among the dependent variables

may be found on Table 3. As shown, the three highest

correlations between dependent variables were: (a)

communication and utilization of information (r = .84), (b)

coworker support and cooperation (_ = .75), and (c)

supervisor support and conflict resolution (r=.84).

The original hypotheses were to empirically test the

perceived reactions of older and younger workers in self-

managed work groups, as well as their counter parts

perceived reactions in more traditionally designed jobs, on

the following major dimensions: (a) job characteristics

(autonomy, skill variety, task significance, mission

clarity), (b) psychological characteristics (job

satisfaction, responsibility for work, organizational

commitment, coworker support and supervisor support), (c)

information flow (communication, cooperation, utilization of

information, conflict resolution), and (d) decision making

39
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Table 2

Means.Standard Deviations, and Internal Consistency

Reliabilities for All Variables

Internal
consistencyVariable M SD reliability

Job Characteristics

Autonomy 3.99 .82 .59

Skill Variety 3.68 .83 n/a

Task Significance 4.14 .82 n/a

Mission Clarity 4.12 .89 n/a

Psychological
Characteristics

Job Satisfaction 4.03 .89 .79

Responsibility
for Work 4.15 .84 .69

Organizational
Commitment 3.80 .94 n/a

Coworker Support 3.65 .95 n/a

Supervisor Support 3.41 .97 n/a

Information Flow

Communication 3.82 .86 .71

Utilization of
Information 3.91 .83 .73

Table Continues
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Internal
consistency

Variable M SD reliability

Cooperation 4.04 .79 .78

Conflict
Resolution 3.67 .88 .69

Decision Making

Participation in
Decision Making 4.09 .68 .58

Effectiveness of
Group Decisions 4.08 .88 n/a

Note: n/a=single item measure

(participation in decision making and effective group

decisions).

However, in order to better organize the dependent

variables via underlying dimensions, the 26 items were first

factor analyzed through the use of a principal axis

extraction technique with varimax rotation to a terminal

solution. This analysis yielded three factors with all

items (based on a .41 cutoff) loading on Factor 1 and/or 2

with the exception of one item which loaded on Factors 1 and

3. In this light, a second factor analysis for the entire

sample was performed, specifying two factors. The results

of this analysis are shown in Table 4.
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Table 3

Intercorrelations Among DeDendent Variables

Dependent Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1 Autonomy

2 Skill Variety .22 -

3 Task Significance .46 .30 -

4 Mission Clarity .46 .20 .45 -

5 Job Satisfaction .52 .30 .56 .48 -

6 Resp for Work .43 .34 .49 .41 .50

7 Organizational .52 .33 .50 .53 .61Commitment

8 Coworker Support .42 .21 .42 .36 .47

9 Supervisor Support .40 .20 .36 .32 .45

10 Communication .53 .22 .44 .46 .55

11 Info Utilization .54 .25 .47 .46 .57

12 Cooperation .52 .26 .58 .52 .59

13 Conflict .47 .26 .42 .44 .54
Resolution

14 Participation in .61 .22 .39 .48 .48Decision Making

15 Eff Grp Dec .44 .24 .42 .44 .50

Table Continues



43

Dependent Variables 6 7 8 9 10

1 Autonomy

2 Skill Variety

3 Task Significance

4 Mission Clarity

5 Job Satisfaction

6 Resp for Work

7 Organizational .47 -
Commitment

8 Coworker Support .33 .55 -

9 Supervisor Support .25 .42 .47 -

10 Communication .33 .56 .45 .51 -

11 Info Utilization .38 .53 .42 .49 .84

12 Cooperation .44 .65 .75 .48 .57

13 Conflict .32 .53 .58 .84 .57
Resolution

14 Participation in .35 .49 .45 .33 .55
Decision Making

15 Eff Grp Dec .34 .48 .42 .41 .55

Table Continues
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Dependent Variables 11 12 13 14 15

3 Task Significance

4 Mission Clarity

5 Job Satisfaction

6 Resp for Work

7 Organizational
Commitment

8 Coworker Support

9 Supervisor Support

10 Communication

11 Info Utilization -

12 Cooperation .58 -

13 Conflict .58 .63 -
Resolution

14 Participation in .55 .56 .47 -
Decision Making

15 Eff Grp Dec .58 .57 .51 .53 -

Note: Resp = Responsibility; Info = Information; Eff Grp

Dec = Effectiveness of Group Decisions

An examination of this solution revealed that all

Information Flow items, that is, communication (items 28 and

29),, information utilization (items 29 and 30),, cooperation

(items 18, 21, 22) and conflict resolution (items 19 and 20)

loaded on Factor 1. All items for Decision Making, with the
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Table 4

Varimax - Rotated Factor Loadings on Two Factors

Factor Loadings

Enhanced EnhancedItem organizational Work
Involvement Responsibility

Job Characteristics

Autonomy
Item 11 ,. .41
Item 24 .56 .32

Skill Variety
Item 14 .16 .39

Task Significance
Item 23 .37 .60

Mission Clarity
Item 16 .48 .42

Psychological
Characteristics

Job Satisfaction
Item 32 .58 .47
Item 33 ..41 .61

Responsibility
for Work
Item 12 .16 .70
Item 15 .12 .63

Organizational
Commitment
Item 17 .518 .50

Coworker Support
Item 18 .55 .33

Supervisor Support
Item 19 .58 .21

Table Continues
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Factor Loadings

Enhanced Enhanced
Item Organizational Work

Involvement Responsibility

Information Flow

Communication
Item 28 .70 .14
Item 29 .67 .25

Information Utilization
Item 29 .67 .25
Item 30 .70 .24

Cooperation
Item 18 .55 .33
Item 21 .69 .37
Item 22 ._63 .34

Conflict Resolution
Item 19 .58 .21
Item 20 .69 .27

Decision Making

Participation in
Decision Making
Item 24 .56 .32
Item 26* -.00 -.01
Item 31 .73 .22
Item 36 ._64 .35

Effectiveness of
Group Decisions
Item 37 ._64 .30

Eigenvalues 9.64 1.49

% Variance 43.90 6.80

*Reversed. Note: Item numbers correspond to survey question

#'s. Highest loadings are underscored. Loadings of .41 and

above were used to define factors.
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exception of item 26 (one of the four participation in

decision making items) also loaded on Factor 1. These

included the three other participation in decision making

items (24, 31, 36) and effectiveness of group decisions

(item 37). Also loading on Factor 1 were two of the items

indexing the psychological characteristics of coworker

support (item 18), supervisor support (item 19), as well as

one of the two autonomy items (24) from the job

characteristics classification. Factor 1 has been labeled

Enhanced Organizational Involvement.

Of the job and psychological characteristics, only task

significance (item 23) and responsibility for work (items 12

and 15) loaded on the second factor, which was labeled

Enhanced Work Responsibility. The remaining items, that is,

one of two autonomy items (11), mission clarity (item 16),

both of the job satisfaction items (32, 33), and

organizational commitment (item 17) scattered across both

factors, while two items failed to load on either factor:

skill variety (item 14) and one of the four participation in

decision making items (26).

One of the goals of factor analysis is to define

factors that have simple structure. As shown on Table 4,

five of the 26 items scattered across both factors. In

addition, Tabachnick and Fidell (1983) recommend oblique

rotation if correlations among factors exceed .30, as was

the case with these two factors (r = .63). Therefore, a
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third factor analysis was performed using oblimin oblique

rotation. This solution resulted in the same loading

pattern as the second solution, with the following

exceptions (based on a .41 cutoff): (a) four of the five

items that had originally scattered across both factors

loaded on Factor 1 only, and (b) item 11, one of the two

autonomy items, failed to load on either factor.

Based on this solution, factor scores were derived by

adding together in a linear fashion the variables most

strongly defining each factor. The dependent variables

which defined Factor 1, Enhanced Organizational Involvement,

were: autonomy, mission clarity, satisfaction with the job,

organizational commitment, coworker support, supervisor

support, communication, information utilization,

cooperation, conflict resolution, participation in decision

making, and effectiveness of group decisions. Factor 2,

Enhanced Work Responsibility, was defined by: task

significance, satisfaction from the job, and responsibility

for work. Using the factor scores, a 2 X 3 multivariate

analysis of variance (MANOVA) was then performed to

determine the effects of group membership and age on the

perceived reactions of the employees regarding the two

factors.
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Table 5

Oblimin - Rotated Factor Loadings (Pattern Matrix)

on Two Factors

Factor Loadings
Enhanced EnhancedItem Organizational Work
Involvement Responsibility

Job Characteristics

Autonomy
Item 11 .36 .29Item 24 .58 .11

Skill Variety
Item 14 .06 .38

Task Significance
Item 23 .24 .54

Mission Clarity
Item 16 .44 .26

Psychological
Characteristics

Job Satisfaction
Item 32 .54 .28
Item 33 .28 .53

Responsibility
for Work
Item 12 -.06 .75
Item 15 -. 08 .69

Organizational
Commitment
Item 17 .54 .31

Coworker Support
Item 18 .56 .13

Supervisor Support
Item 19 .64 -.03

Table Continues
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Factor Loadings
Enhanced Enhanced

Item Organizational Work
Involvement Responsibility

Information Flow

Communication
Item 28 .81 -.17
Item 29 74 -.03

Information Utilization
Item 29 .74 -.03
Item 30 .78 -.05

Cooperation,
Item 18 .56 .13
Item 21 .72 .10
Item 22 .65 .10

Conflict Resolution
Item 19 ..64 -.03
Item 20 .75 -.02

Decision Making

Participation in
Decision Making
Item 24 .58 .11
Item 26* -.00 -.01
Item 31 .82 -.10
Item 36 .66 -.11

Effectiveness of
Group Decisions
Item 37 .68 .04

Eigenvalues 9.64 1.49

% Variance 43.90 6.80

*Reversed.

Note: Item numbers correspond to survey question #'s.

Highest loadings are underscored. Loadings of .41 and above

were used to define factors.

I I -



51

The first hypothesis was supported, in that, regardless

of age, significant differences, F(2, 565) = 11.57, p <

.001, were found for those employees in self-managed work

groups versus those employees in more traditionally designed

jobs regarding Factor 1, Enhanced Organizational

Involvement, F(l, 566) = 8.62, p < .003) and Factor 2,

Enhanced Work Responsibility, F(1, 566) = 23.15, R < .001).

Examination of group means (see Table 6) revealed that in

each case, those in self-managed work groups evidenced

higher scores.

However, there was no evidence that the older employees

(ages 40 and above), irrespective of group membership, were

different than the younger employees (ages 39 and below) on

these two dimensions, F(4, 1132) = 1.35, R < .246). In

addition, there was no significant interaction regarding age

and group membership for this sample, F(4, 1132) < 1, p <

.95). Therefore, hypothesis one was supported, and

hypotheses two and three were not supported, that is, only

group membership (self-managed versus traditional) and not

age, nor their interaction, influenced employees'

perceptions of their work regarding Enhanced Organizational

Involvement and Enhanced Work Responsibility.
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Table 6

Means and Standard Deviations for Enhanced Organizational

Involvement and Enhanced Work Responsibility

Age and Group M SD N

Enhanced Organizational Involvement

Age 50 and above

Teams 57.62 10.33 92

Traditional 54.74 9.52 35

Age 40 to 49

Teams 57.95 10.09 140

Traditional 55.81 10.86 62

Age 39 and below

Teams 67.28 8.99 163

Traditional 54.11 9.36 80

Enhanced Work Responsibility

Ages 50 and above

Teams 16.74 2.77 92

Traditional 14.89 2.71 35

Ages 40 to 49

Teams 16.29 3.00 140

Traditional 15.37 2.93 62

Ages 39 and below

Teams 16.55 2.52 163

Traditional 15.53 2.71 80



CHAPTER VI

DISCUSSION

To transition to an environment of autonomous or self-

managing work groups requires change--change on the part of

the organization and of its members. Given that older

workers are often characterized as being resistant to change

(Butler, 1979; Hayslip & Panek, 1989; Loether, 1967), a more

acceptable hypothesis would have stated that older employees

would not adapt as well, in comparison the younger

employees, to this type of environment. For example, in a

study of 143 workers (ages 19 to 78 years) at paper-

converting company, Meltzer and Stagner (1980) reported

significant differences between the younger and older

employees in their relations to the work environment. The

younger workers seemed more adaptable to the situational

demand and their environment than the older workers, who

apparently had become more "set in their ways" (p. 441).

However, the results of the present study reflected no

age differences; neither a main effect for age nor age by

group interaction were supported (disconfirming hypotheses

two and three). Rather, being a member of a self-managed

work group, irrespective of age, increased the employees'

perceptions regarding Enhanced Organizational Involvement

and Enhanced Work Responsibility (confirming hypothesis

53
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one). The older members of self-managed work groups

responded as favorably as the younger employees on the two

dimensions. Thus, they were no less able to adapt to this

type of environment than they are to more traditional ones.

Organizational Context

Critical to the support of self-managed work groups is

organizational context. As noted earlier, Cummings (1978)

identified the following as conditions which promote this

type of environment: information network, communication,

cooperation, and participation in decision making. The

finding that the work team employees of this study did

report more Enhanced Organizational Involvement indicates

contextual changes have occurred in their area of the

company. Other studies of manufacturing employees have also

reported invoLvement to be higher for self-managing work

groups versus workers in more traditionally designed jobs

(Blanchard, 1991; Near & Weckler, 1990). However, what was

required of this organization and its members, for these

contextual conditions to have occurred, must not be under

estimated.

For years, managers and supervisors have been making

decisions regarding what information employees "need to

know." However, for the work groups to make daily decisions

on such issues as production schedules, quality control,

etc., information that had once been filtered, had to be

made available, an often difficult process for traditional
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managers. Possibly of more importance, is the fact that

employees had to learn how to use this information. Thus,

many of the hourly employees had to learn how to problem

solve and make quality work decisions.

What is often not captured in studies such as this one,

is the time and energy required in the communication

process. Information must be communicated from the

management group to the work team and vice versa, a task

that often falls on the shoulders of the supervisor. Thus,

these people may spend as much as 60 to 80 percent of their

time communicating and working with the teams. These

efforts are usually not captured on standard supervisory

appraisal systems!

However, the work groups had to also obtain information

from other departments and groups such as manufacturing

engineering support, human resources, etc. Thus, the

organization had to educate other departments regarding the

work group members "needing" access to such data.

Lawler and Hall (1970) have also suggested that people

become more involved when their jobs allow them control and

a chance to use their abilities. By being more in control

of their own work and making decisions that affected their

group's performance, the members of the self-managed teams

were, in fact, provided with more opportunities to use their

skills and abilities. Therefore, the design of the job is

also important in an environment of self-direction.
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Job Design

For example, Hackman and Oldham (1980) have proposed

that as employees experience changes in the characteristics

of the job (i.e., more task significance, etc.), they will

be more satisfied with the work and feel more responsible.

In this study, self-managing workers were found to perceive

their jobs differently from their traditional counterparts.

They, in fact, reported greater Enhanced Work

Responsibility. Thus, they felt that their jobs were of

more importance to the organization (task significance) and

they felt more responsible for the work they were

performing. Interestingly, Hackman and Lawler (1971)

believe that it is the employee's perception of the job's

characteristics (e.g., autonomy, task significance, etc.),

rather than the objective job characteristics, that will

determine how the employee reacts to the job.

Why No Age Effect?

Based on the above findings, a self-managed work group

environment appears to provide the job characteristics and

contextual conditions that have been identified as important

for older employees (e.g., more autonomy and freedom to do

the job, more responsibility, increased task significance,

and a more supportive social environment). Thus the

question remains, why were significant differences not found

between the age groups?
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Possibly demographic variables, such as age, are less

important than situational determinants of the

organizational environment. As evidenced with the results

of this study, a self-managing environment was the

influencing factor regarding the employees' perceptions

about their work. Another possibility is that the younger

members of the work groups benefitted just as well from this

environment, thus negating any type of age effect.

Finally, chronological age may be a crude measure for

work place perceptions and behaviors. McFarland (1973) and

others have suggested that chronological age should be of

less importance within industry than "functional age,," that

is, the ability of the employee to perform the tasks

required of his or her job.

Limitations

Several limitations of this study should be noted.

First is the reliance on cross-sectional data which makes it

impossible to assess if workers' attitudes change as they

age or are their perceptions related to their age? Although

this question was not a serious empirical issue here in that

age differences were insignificant, it does point to the

difficulties of conducting age-related research. In

addition, in cross-sectional studies, age effects are

confounded with cohort effects (Botwenick, 1984).

Secondly, the original research survey instrument was

designed to ask the employees "how much" their job had
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changed which was different than normal survey instruments.

Most surveys will attempt to decrease the degree of

subjectivity by providing different question formats. For

example, the Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) contains one

question format to determine the amount of job

characteristics the employee perceives to be present; while

a second format, asks employees to indicate the accuracy of

statements regarding the characteristics of their job.

Thus, obtaining absolute judgements about their jobs, for

the current sample, may have yielded different findings.

Third, the inclusion of qualitative data may have

provided additional knowledge regarding older workers and

their reactions to this type of work design. For example,

did the older employee notice if the company designed or

planned activities differently based on varying ages, i.e.,

less lecture in training and more hands-on and time to

absorb the information?

Future Research

As noted earlier, cross-sectional data limits the

ability to truly understand the effects of age on employee

reactions and perceptions in the workplace. Future research

should include longitudinal studies of work teams and their

members. For example, how do their attitudes, beliefs, and

perceptions about themselves and their jobs change over the

years as they become more mature adults and members of more

mature teams?
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Another interesting area for future research endeavors

is the age composition of the work teams. For example,

Sundstrom, DeMeuse, and Futrell (1990) have recommended that

researchers focus on the demographics of the work groups.

Retirement propensity should also be addressed in

future research with self-managed work teams. Does working

in this environment impact an employees decision to retire,

and if so, why and how?

Conclusion

To meet the challenges of economic survival, American

companies will continue to be forced to reevaluate their

traditional ways of work. This research has shown that an

environment of self-managed work groups does impact how

employees perceive their jobs. In comparison to employees

in traditionally designed jobs, team members felt more

involved with the organization and more responsible for the

work they perform, which may have important implications for

positive organizational outcomes. That is, if employees

feel more responsible and involved, they will more likely be

committed to doing a better job which will result in a

better product or service for the organization. Companies

can no longer afford to hire and retain just a "pair of

hands." By transitioning to an environment of self-

direction, this company has involved the minds, and

possibly, the hearts of their employees.
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However, the design of the job and workplace are not

the only factors in the evaluation process of how business

is conducted. The implications of changing demographics of

the workforce must also be considered. Organizational

survival will most likely depend on the ability of the work

force to adapt to innovative forms of work, as exemplified

by an environment of self-managed work groups. This

research has shown that the older worker has that ability,

and, at a minimum, this study provides evidence to other

action researchers and organizational decision makers that

an "older" work force should not be considered a barrier to

considering this type of work design.

As the United States labor force continues to "gray, "

the role of older employees in American industry will

hopefully expand and grow. No longer viewed as liabilities,

but rather as assets, the older workers' experience, skill,

and wisdom will be welcomed by perceptive and intelligent

American companies.
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University of North Texas
College of Business Administration
Department of Management

June 18, 1990

Dear TI Employee:

Those of you who have worked somewhere else know that the TI
Sherman plant is doing things differently than other companies. As
a member of their team, you are helping to develop a new way of
working in manufacturing firms.

Since you're on the leading edge, many other people want to
understand what works for you and what doesn't. Just from the
University of North Texas, people from three departments are
studying the things you do. Only you can tell us what we need to
know, so we need to ask you to complete the enclosed questionnaire.

Since so many people want information from you, Bill Steele
has asked the people from UNT to try to combine our efforts. The
initial part of the study will be completed soon, but others from
the school will follow up. We need your opinion both now and in
the future, so we can see how your feelings change. That's why we
ask for your name. What any person says will be kept strictly
confidential by the research team, though I will write a report
which talks about answers in various areas of the plant.

Please complete the questionnaire, put it in the envelope
provided, seal the envelope, and return it to the person who gave
it to you.

Thanks for your help.

Sincerely,

Bill Metheny

A
N" ORTH
TEWA
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QUESTIONS 11 THROUGH 37 OF QUESTIONNAIRE

The following questions were used to measure the

dimensions of the present study:

11. Compared to before, the job gives me considerable

opportunity for independence and freedom in how I do

the work.

12. Whether or not the job gets done right is my

responsibility.

13. People in my work unit are involved in improving our

services/products/work.

14. The work requires me to use a number of complex or

difficult skills.

15. I am responsible for checking the quality of the work.

16. People in this organization are aware of its overall

mission.

17. I feel myself to be a part of

18. If I got into trouble at work I know my workmates would

help me out.

19. Our supervisor helps group/department members settle

their differences.

20. Our group helps its members settle their differences.

21. Co-workers in this organization cooperate with each

other to get the job done.

22. We have good relationships with other units that we

work with.
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23. This work can affect a lot of other people by how well

it gets done.

24. Our supervisor lets group members do their work the way

they think best.

25. Our supervisor makes sure his/her part in the group is

understood by members.

26. Our supervisor schedules the work to be done.

27. Our supervisor closely observes our work.

28. There are effective communication channels between

departments in this organization.

29. People in my work unit have ample opportunity to

exchange information with their supervisors.

30. People in my work unit get the facts and the

information they need to do the job.

31. Suggestions from the bottom have a chance in this

plant.

32. Generally speaking, I am very satisfied with this job.

33. 1 feel a personal satisfaction when I do this job well.

34. Every member of this organization is concerned with the

need for quality.

35. Members of this organization make the continuous

improvement of work top priority.

36. As a group, we use our own judgment in doing the work.

37. In general the quality of decisions is usually better

with a group.
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