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Abstract

This paper outlines the rationale and methodology for an international comparative project investigating the links
herween workplace productivity and emplovee wellness and well being via the operation of representative employee
participation structures in Denmark and New Zealand. It will define and discuss the often contentious terms of
productivity, wellbeing and participation and how emplovee participation and wellbeing and the work environment

impact on productivity.

This paper employs a multi-dimensional theoretical framework and will assess the

significance of the issues examined: analyse the impact of employment practices and quality of the work environment
on productivity; and as a result present the methodology developed for the project.

Introduction

There has been increasing interest in improving
workplace performance to increase productivity in a
context of increased global competitiveness. A growing
body of evidence also indicates the impact of the work
environment on organisational productivity as well as
broad economic and social benefits of employment
practices which contribute to emplovee wellness and
well-being (Oxenburgh et al. 2004; Pocock 2003;
Quinlan et al. 2001: WorkUK Survey 2005:). At the
same time substantial evidence over a long period
suggests that one specific employment practice, employee

participation, impacts directly and positively on
organisational performance and the broader work
environment (Markey 2001). However. these three

elements wellbeing. participation and productivity have
rarely been brought together in research endeavours,

Productivity, employee well-being. and employee
participation separately comprise major issues of public
policy in both New Zealand and Denmark. New Zealand
has faced low productivity growth for 30 vyears.
Denmark has also experienced low productivity growth
although over a shorter period of about 10 years (Iverson
& Riishoj 2007: 3). The Department of Labour in New
Zealand has identified key drivers of productivity.
including  increasing  productivity with  currently
available resources, in other words employees. One
identified means of increasing employee productivity is
through a positive workplace culture. This is one in
which emplovees feel valued and participare in the
organisation (DOL 2008). Employee participation has
also been encouraged by Health and Safety legislation in

New Zealand. Under the Health and Safety in
Employment Amendment Act 2002 organisations of
more than 30 emplovees are required to have a health
and safety employee participation system.,

Employee participation and regulation of the working
environment occur through two different but potentially
interrelated processes:

o law-based regulation and Occupational Health
and Safety (OHS) delegates, focusing on physical
disease/injury:

. agreement-based participative structures (in New

Zealand joint consultative committees (JCCs) and
in Denmark cooperation committees). Agreement
based participative structures focus more broadly
on productivity and the work environment,
including  psycho-social  issues  affecting
wellness/well-being.

In Denmark the broader structure of representative
participation through cooperation committees is
specifically concerned with the issues of productivity and
the general work environment. It has been observed
frequently in international literature that OHS
committees of the New Zealand kind may broaden their

jurisdiction beyond narrow conceptions of OHS (Bernard

1995; Knudsen 1995; Jecchinis 1997; Walters et al.
1993, 2005) however, their broader potential is generally
not evaluated. In practice it is difficult to separate health
and safety from work-life and other broad work
environment issues, particularly involving the rising co-
incidence of employee stress and longer working hours
(Lamm 2002). or the introduction of new technology or
organisational change (Heller 1998).
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Figure 1: Links to be investigated

Environment Organisations Outcomes
Markets Employee participation Productivity
— | different forms: OHS =
delegates or JCCs or ;
cooperation committees
Institutions +—> “+» | Employee wellbeing

The research project will investigate the link between
employee wellbeing, participation and productivity. It
will examine the impact of participative structures on
productivity and rates of occupational injury and disease
(including stress) and work-life balance as expressions of
employee wellness. The links between these issues
amplify their individual significance. The project’s
integration of all these streams (see figure 1 above) for
the first time represents a significant innovation in
research. Both Denmark and New Zealand have small
economies and legislation for health and safety delegates.
but in New Zealand wider participative practices are not
well developed by legislation or employer/union
agreement as in Denmark. The comparison between the
two countries will enable the research teams to test the
impact of these wider practices on outcomes.

The remainder of this paper will analyse the terms work
environment, employee participation and productivity. It
will then examine how these three factors interact with
and upon each other and finally present the methodology
to be used by the research project.

Work environment, employee well-being and
representative employee participation

Some critical contributors to the work environment,
notably work-life balance and occupational health and
safety (OHS), have been major policy concerns in New
Zealand and Denmark, often linked with productivity.
For the New Zealand Department of Labour work-life
balance, OHS and productivity are the three key issues in
policy development and implementation. OHS and work-
life balance along with employee commitment are factors
that in combination contribute to employee wellbeing
(Baptiste 2008; Macky & Boxall 2008). Implementing
workplace policies that promote an employee friendly
environment is commonly assumed to increase business
performance, and particularly profitability (Faleye &
Trahan 2006; Harter, Schmidt and Keyes 2002; Lau
2000; Patterson, West, Lawthorn & Nickell 1997). Lau’s
(2000) model suggests that high quality services within
organisations increase employees’ satisfaction, retention
and productivity leading to greater external service
value. Greater external value increases customer
satisfaction and loyalty creating more revenue and higher
profitability. Lau’s model mostly relates to service

industries which is significant for research in New
Zealand as research in the service sector is scarce (New
Zealand Tourism Institute). Key organisational policy
areas which contribute significantly to the work
environment include: work-life balance and flexible
(family-friendly) job arrangements, training and health
promotion. How and why wellbeing and participation are
significantly linked with the work environment and
productivity are outlined below.

Work-life balance has assumed importance for New
Zealand because its employees work some of the longest
hours in the OECD, second only to Iceland: 19 per cent
work over 50 hours per week. 40 per cent work more
than 45 hours per week and 10 per cent are multiple job
holders. Part-time workers, who comprise over a quarter
of the workforce, are included in these statistics (DoL
2006). Low unemployment of 3.6 per cent. and skills
shortages, accentuate the problem. Although Denmark
has enjoyed shorter working hours, there appears to be
pressure on this practice because of declining
productivity growth (OECD 2005). Arguments
supporting family-friendly arrangements mostly focus on
relationship improvement between employers and
employees. enhancement of mutual trust, increasing job
satisfaction and eventually business productivity (Akerlof
& Yellen 1986). Work-life balance and family-friendly
workplaces have demonstrated links with productivity
because of the impact on labour recruitment, retention
and human resource costs (Markey & Shulruf 2008:;
Yasbek 2004).

New Zealand’s occupational injury and illness rates are
poor. In 2004 the estimated cost of occupational injury
and disease accounted for 4-8 per cent of New Zealand's
GDP (Pearce et al. 2004). Denmark's occupational
accident and fatality rates, 2561 and 3.4 respectively per
100,000 workers, are close to those for New Zealand
(2699 and 3.5), and exceed those for European
neighbours such as Sweden, Norway and the United
Kingdom (Hamalainen et al. 2006). Dorman (2000)
estimated that the associated costs accounted for 2.7 per
cent of Danish GDP. Health promotion programmes at
any of primary (preventive), secondary (when event
occurs), or tertiary (remedial) levels are perceived as
important tools to improve employee physical and mental
health as well as workplace productivity (Aldana 2001
Chapman 2005; Grawitch et al 2006: Grawitch, Trares &
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Kohler 2007; Tetrick & Quick 2001). There is mounting
evidence of huge cost relating to occupational health
risks (Burton, Conti, Chen, Schultz & Edington 1999.
Dorman 2000; Pearce et al 2004; Toohey. Borthwick &
Archer 2005). Furthermore, a recent study reports that
satisfaction with healthy workplace practices can predict
employee outcomes. suggesting that it is not only what
practices are actually put in place. but also employees’
perceptions about these practices that matter (Grawitch
et al 2007).

Workplace health and safety risks have the potential to
be very costly for organisations (Burton, Conti, Chen,
Schultz & Edington 1999; Dorman 2000: Pearce et al
2004: Toohey, Borthwick & Archer 2005) ranging from
administration costs. turnover and absenteeism to
equipment damage and disruption to work (Mylett &
Markey 2007). The way in which work is organised can
affect employee well-being. Shift work. for example.
common in the hotel industry. has often been associated
with stress and relationship problems leading to stress
(Wedderburn  2006). More generally, the work
environment is a critical factor in the labour exit decision
and there is general consensus that labour turnover
impacts significantly on overall productivity (Blake
2006, CEOEA 2004: Hinkin & Tracey 2008: Poulston
2006). As noted by Boxall. Macky and Rasmussen
(2003). voluntary labour turnover represents one end of a
continuum from retention at the other end with
absenteeism and lateness in the middle. A recent Danish
study confirmed that a third to a half of absenteeism is
due to poor work environments (Lund et al. 2003). Costs
associated with absenteeism. whether from injury or
sickness. or lack of commitment to the job, can also be
significant for an enterprise (Care NZ 2004. Morehead et
al. 1997: Cully et al. 1999). Boxall et al. (2003)
identified the work environment as a critical factor in the
labour exit decision. More specifically. they identified
amongst other factors. employee job satisfaction. the
extent to which employees feel their contribution is
valued. wellbeing and employer recognition of work-life
balance as links between labour turnover and the work
environment,

The concept of emplovee voice encompasses direct task-
oriented practices. such as problem solving groups or
semi autonomous teams. as well as representative
structures like trade unions or joint consultative
committees. An extensive literature argues that employee
participation in decision-making improves motivation.
communications and cooperation in the workplace, and
hence. productivity. Employee participation has been
recognised as a key ingredient in high performing work
systems (Arthur 1994: Delaney & Huselid 1996:
Doucouliagos 1995: Meyer & Topolnytsky 2000). No
studies directly addressing these connections have been
undertaken in New Zealand, however British and
Australian studies (Walters 2004: Walters er al. 2005).
have found that worker representation and consultation
through committees similar to the New Zealand ones

produced better outcomes in occupational health and
safety than management acting alone. Similar studies
have also suggested that trade union presence has a
positive impact on health and safety outcomes
(Fairbrother 1996; Bohle and Quinlan 2000; Saksvik and
Quinlan 2003). Evidence indicates economic and social
benefits in introducing improved health and safety
measures via worker participation structures that regulate
work environments. The potential benefits are decreases
in lost-time injuries: workers’ compensation costs and
damaged goods (Brady, et al, 1997; Bohle & Quinlan,
2000; Cox & Cox, 1996).

Although recent surveys indicate that 50 per cent of New
Zealand employees experience some form of
representative participation in the workplace (Haynes et
al., 2005) there is clearly a need for more New Zealand-
based research leading to *best practices’ in this area. In
particular, as the legal requirement to implement health
and safety committees is relatively new in New Zealand
there has been little research investigating the impact of
the employee representative processes mandated under
the 2002 Act. In Denmark there is a large degree of
consensus regarding the effectiveness of representative
employee  participation  however  representative
participation has rarely been researched in the context of
productivity and employee well-being. The propensity to
leave a job was mitigated by feelings of empowerment,
opportunity to contribute to work organisation and a
sense that employee contributions are valued by
employers (Boxall et al 2003; DOL 2004)
Representative forms of employee participation, such as
delegates and committees under New Zealand’s Health
and Safery in Employment Amendment Act 2002, directly
address this issue.

Defining productivity and performance

The project has adopted a multi-faceted definition of
productivity and performance, for three main reasons.
First. the limitations in standard definitions of
productivity. in terms of application and interpretation
are substantial (Black & Lynch 2001: De Greef & Van
den Broek 2004: Herzog & Morgan 1992: Mathew 2007,
New Zealand Tourism Institute 2007; Theriou &
Chatzoglou 2008). Second. a huge degree of slippage
between different terms that refer to the performance of
an organisation has occurred in the productivity and
related literature (Delaney & Huselid 1996; Rosenberg &
Rosenstein  1980). Apart from productivity and
performance, effectiveness, efficiency and profitability
are also commonly referred to in the literature (Forth &
McNabb 2008). but these terms indicate different
outcomes (Capelli & Neumark 2001: Dobni, Ritchie &
Zerbe 2000:; Fairris 2002; Mahoney 1988). Third, the
traditional definition of productivity does not offer the
comprehensive picture of organisational performance
that consideration of a range of different indicators of
performance does (Baptiste 2008: Becker & Gerhart
1996: Levine & D'Andrea Tyson 1990). Different
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organisations in different sectors also tend to use
different measurements of performance,

This project therefore refers to productivity and
performance, taking into account, where possible,
traditional notions of productivity, profitability, return on
capital and so on, as well as the performance measures
which different sectors consider important for contextual
reasons. Four proxies for performance at the workplace
level have commonly been utilised: labour turnover,
absenteeism, incidence of injury and occupational disease
in the workforce, and the degree of training in an
organisation. The first three of these proxies indicate
costs or negative influences on productivity and
performance, whereas training represents an investment
with a potentially positive influence on productivity and
performance. The project has also adopted these proxies
because of their significance as discussed above.

Methodology

The project has adopted a multi-method case study
approach targeting five key service industries which are
present in both Denmark and New Zealand: hospitality,
finance, information and communication technology
(ICT), education, health, and food manufacturing. We
have focused mainly on the service sector for three
reasons. First, it has attracted less attention than
manufacturing in research literature on productivity and
health and safety, largely because manufacturing output
is easier to measure for calculating labour productivity
(Mathew 2007), and manufacturing produces easily
recognised physical injury to a greater extent than
service industries, where stress related disease is more
prevalent, but also less obvious. Secondly, the service
sector includes a substantial public sector in most
countries, notably in our target industries of Education
and Health. This enables some comparison between
private and public sector practices which may affect
outcomes in the relationships we are examining. Thirdly,
the service sector is the major employer in modern
developed market economies such as New Zealand and
Denmark.

A total of 24 organisational case studies will be
conducted: 12 each in New Zealand and Denmark and
where possible one large and one medium sized
organisation will be studied within each industry. The
rationale for this is that size affects degree of
formalisation of representative structures.

Figure 2: Industries targeted in the research

Hospitality 2 hotels
Finance 2 large bank branches
ICT 2 telecommunications providers
Education 2 secondary schools
Health 2 departments in hospital(s)
Food Manufacturing | 1 confectionary manufacturer

| bread manufacturer

All organisations chosen as case studies have needed to
meet the following criteria:

“ they employ sufficiently large workforces for the
mandated representative provisions of the New
Zealand Health and Safety in Employment
Amendment Act 2002 and Danish Work
Environment Act 1975 (Harris 2004; Knudsen
1995);

@ Organisations for each industry in each country
will be chosen to represent those with absenteeism
and/or labour turnover rates 20 per cent above and
below the industry average.

Figure 3: Research Questions

1. What characterises employee participation in

establishments with good and less good working

environments?

What correlations are there between effective

employee participation, positive work environments

and good business outcomes?

3 What is best practice in employee participation as
an instrument in regulation of the work
environment?

[

The research questions are summarised in figure 3 and
organisational and organisational data investigating
them will be sought in three main areas:

l. Indicators of productivity/efficiency including
data on organisational performance in the past
two years

2. Indicators of wellness/well-being

3, Operation of participative structures. including

health and safety committees, joint consultation
committees, and cooperation committees,

Data gathered will include organisational documents and
policy: organisational statistics such as absenteeism:
semi-structured interviews with chief executive manager,
human resource manager, senior employee representative
and one other employee representative; survey of 20
employees from each organisation. This multi-method,
multi-source approach increases the richness of the data,
and with use of a triangulation process increases validity
of the outcomes (Denzin & Lincoln 2005; Gillham
2005).

Conclusion

This project will contribute to existing research by
responding to several identified gaps. Most importantly
it will provide information on the links and interaction
between employee well being, participation and
productivity which is a significant innovation introduced
by this project. It will provide international comparison
and particular insights into productivity in the service
sector, which is a major employer and contributor to
most modern developed market economies. Furthermore
it is anticipated that this research will contribute to the
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literature by developing and testing new models and
measures of productivity.
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