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THE HUMAN RELATIONS APPROACH

The main empbhasis of the classical writers was on structure and the formal organisation, but
during the 1920s, the years of the Great Depression, greater attention began to be paid to the
social factors at work and to the behaviour of employees within an organisation - that is, to
human relations.

The Hawthorne experiments

The turning point in the development of the human relations movement (‘behavioural’ and
‘informal’ are alternative headings sometimes given to this approach) came with the famous
experiments at the Hawthorne plant of the Western Electric Company near Chicago, America
(1924-32) and the subsequent publication of the research findings.* Among the people
‘who wrote about the Hawthorne experiments was Elton Mayo (1880-1949), who is often
quoted as having been a leader of the researchers. However, there appears to be some doubt
as to the extent to which Mayo was actually involved in conducting the experiments and his
exact contribution to the human relations movement.*
‘There were four main phases to the Hawthorne experiments:

u the illumination experiments;

u the relay assembly test room;

u the interviewing programme;

u the bank wiring observation room.

The illumination experiments

The original investigation was conducted on the lines of the classical approach and was con-
cerned, in typical scientific management style, with the effects of the intensity of lighting
upon the workers’ productivity. The workers were divided into two groups, an experimental
group and a control group. The results of these tests were inconclusive as production in the
experimental group varied with no apparent relationship to the level of lighting, but actually
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increased when conditions were made much worse. Production also increased in the control
group although the lighting remained unchanged. The level of production was influenced,
clearly, by factors other than changes in physical conditions of work. This prompted a series
of other experiments investigating factors of worker productivity.

The relay assembly test room

In the relay assembly test room the work was boring and repetitive. It involved assembling
telephone relays by putting together a number of small parts. Six women workers were
transferred from their normal departments to a separate area. The researchers selected two
assemblers who were friends with each other. They then chose three other assemblers and
a layout operator. The experiment was divided into 13 periods during which the workers
were subjected to a series of planned and controlled changes to their conditions of work,
such as hours of work, rest pauses and provision of refreshments. The general environmental
conditions of the test room were similar to those of the normal assembly line.

During the experiment the observer adopted a friendly manner, consulting the workers,
listening to their complaints and keeping them informed of the experiment. Following all
but one of the changes (when operators complained too many breaks made them lose their
work rhythm) there was a continuous increase in the level of production. The researchers
formed the conclusion that the extra attention given to the workers, and the apparent inter-
est in them shown by management, were the main reasons for the higher productivity. This
has become famous as the ‘Hawthorne Effect’.

The interviewing programme

Another significant phase of the experiments was the interviewing programme. The lighting
experiment and the relay assembly test room drew attention to the form of supervision as
a contributory factor to the workers’ level of production. In an attempt to find out more
about the workers’ feelings towards their supervisors and their general conditions of work, a
large interviewing programme was introduced. More than 20,000 interviews were conducted
before the work was ended because of the depression.

Initially, the interviewers approached their task with a set of prepared questions, relating
mainly to how the workers felt about their jobs. However, this method produced only
limited information. The workers regarded a number of the questions as irrelevant; also they
wanted to talk about issues other than just supervision and immediate working conditions.
As a result, the style of interviewing was changed to become more non-directive and open-
ended. There was no set list of questions and the workers were free to talk about any aspect
of their work. The interviewers set out to be friendly and sympathetic. They adopted an
impartial, non-judgemental approach and concentrated on listening.

Using this approach, the interviewers found out far more about the workers’ true feelings
and attitudes. They gained information not just about supervision and working conditions
but also about the company itself, management, work group relations and matters outside
of work such as family life and views on society in general. Many workers appeared to
welcome the opportunity to have someone to talk 1o about their feelings and problems and
to be able to ‘let off steam’ in a friendly atmosphere. The interviewing programme was
significant in giving an impetus to present-day human resource management and the use of
counselling interviews, and highlighting the need for management to listen to workers' feel-
ings and problems. Being a good listener is arguably even more important for managers in
today’s work organisations and it is a skill which needs to be encouraged and developed.*
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The bank wiring observation room

Another experiment involved the observation of a group of 14 men working in the bank
wiring room. It was noted that the men formed their own informal organisation with sub-
groups or cliques, and with natural leaders emerging with the consent of the members. The
group developed its own pattern of informal social relations and ‘norms’ of what constituted
‘proper’ behaviour. Despite a financial incentive scheme where the workers could receive

CHAPTER 2 APPROACHES TO ORGANISATION AND MANAGEMENT

more money the more work produced, the group decided on a level of output well below
the level they were capable of producing.

Group pressures on individual workers were stronger than financial incentives offered by
management. The group believed that if they increased their output, management would
raise the standard level of piece rates. The importance of group ‘norms’ and informal social
relations are discussed in Chapter 8.

EVALUATION OF THE HUMAN RELATIONS APPROACH

The human relations approach has been subjected to severe criticism. The Hawthorne experi-
‘ments have been criticised, for example, on methodology and on failure of the investigators
to take sufficient account of environmental factors - although much of this criticism is
with the value of hindsight. The human relations writers have been criticised generally for
the adoption of a management perspective, their ‘unitary frame of reference’ and their over-
simplified theories.*

Other criticisms of the human relations approach are that it is insufficiently scientific and
that it takes too narrow a view. It ignores the role of the organisation itself in how society
operates.

Sex power differential

There are a number of interpretations of the results of the Hawthorne experiments, includ-
ing the possible implications of the ‘sex power differential’ between the two groups. In the
relay assembly room where output increased, the group was all female, while in the bank
wiring room where output was restricted, the group was all male. The workers in the relay
assembly test room were all young unmarried women. All except one were living at home
with traditional families of immigrant background. In the work environment of the factory
the women had been subjected to frequent contact with male supervisors and therefore
‘the sex power hierarchies in the home and in the factory were congruent’. It is suggested,
therefore, that it was only to be expected that the women agreed readily to participate with
management in the relay assembly test room experiment.*
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Importance of the Hawthorne experiments

‘Whatever the interpretation of the results of the Hawthorne experiments, they did generate
new ideas concerning the importance of work groups and leadership, communications,
output restrictions, motivation and job design. They placed emphasis on the importance of
personnel management and gave impetus to the work of the human relations writers. The
Hawthorne experiments undoubtedly marked a significant step forward in providing further
insight into human behaviour at work and the development of management thinking. The
Hawthorne experiments are regarded as one of the most important of all social science
investigations and are recognised as probably the single most important foundation of the
human relations approach to management and the development of organisational behaviour.

In a review of humane approaches to management, Crainer asserts: ‘The Hawthorne
Studies were important because they showed that views of how managers behaved were a
vital aspect of motivation and improved performance. Also, the research revealed the import-
ance of informal work groups.”**

Humanisation of the work organisation

Whereas supporters of the classical approach sought to increase production by rationalisation
of the work organisation, the human relations movement has led to ideas on increasing
production by humanising the work organisation. The classical approach adopted more of a
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PART 1 THE ORGANISATIONAL SETTING

managerial perspective, while the human relations approach strove for a greater under-
standing of people’s psychological and social needs at work as well as improving the process
of management. It is usually regarded as the first major approach to organisation and manage-
ment to show concern for industrial sociology.

The human relations approach recognised the importance of the informal organisation
which will always be present within the formal structure. This informal organisation will
influence the motivation of employees who will view the organisation for which they work
through the values and attitudes of their colleagues. Their view of the organisation deter-
mines their approach to work and the extent of their motivation to work well or otherwise.

Human relations writers demonstrated that people go to work to satisfy a complexity of
needs and not simply for monetary reward. They emphasised the importance of the wider
sacial needs of individuals and gave recognition to the work organisation as a social argan-
isation and the importance of the group, and group values and norms, in influencing indi-
vidual behaviour at work. It has been commented that the classical school was concerned
about ‘organisations without people’ and the human relations school about ‘people without
organisations'.





