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There is very little evidence that participative work programmes such as quality circles (QCs) improve the subjective 
experience of workers, either on the job, or in their lives generally. Part of the reason for such limited success is offer
ed by literature suggesting that interventions such as QCs should reflect a general organizational philosophy of partici
pation, rather than being the means to enforce organizational change. This study was undertaken in a large South 
African electrical utility, and consisted of 187 QC members and 63 non-QC members. Managerial climate was 
measured using a short form of Likert's organizational climate questionnaire, while worker satisfaction was measured 
using five different measures. Results revealed QC members scored higher on life satisfaction, self-esteem and 
purpose-in-life than non-QC members. Significant positive correlation was found between managerial climate and 
satisfaction indices. Regression analysis indicated that managerial climate variables accounted for the major share of 
the total variance in satisfaction indices, while participation in the QC programme accounted for relatively little: the 
implication is that QC participation may bring about increased worker satisfaction, but a critical prerequisite appears to 
be a suitably participative climate in the organization. 

Daar bestaan baie min bewyse dat deelnemende bestuursprogramme, soos gehaltekringe, werknemers se subjektiewe 
ervaringe by die werk of in hul gewone Iewens verbeter. Die beperkte sukses van sulke programme word in die litera
tuur deels daaraan toegeskryf dat ingrepe soos gehaltekringe 'n algemene organisatoriese filosofie van deelname be
hoort te reflekteer, eerder as om die instrument te wees wat organisatoriese verandering afdwing. Die studie is gedoen 
by 'n groot Suid-Afrikaanse elektrisiteitsvoorsiener en het 187 gehaltekringlede en 63 nie-Iede ingesluit. Die bestuurs
/climaat is gemeet deur 'n verkorte formaat van Likert se organisasie-k1imaatsvraelys te gebruik. Werknemer
tevredenheid is deur middel van vyf verskillende metings geevalueer. Die resultate toon dat gehaltekringlede hoer tel
lings behaal ten opsigte van lewenstevredenheid en seljbeeld as nie-gehaltekringlede. Prakties betekenisvolle positiewe 
korrelasies is vasgestel tussen bestuursklimaat en tevredenheidsindekse. Regressie-ontledings dui daarop dat bestuurs
k1imaatveranderlikes veral verantwoordelik is vir die variasie in tevredenheidsindekse, terwyl deelname aan die gehal
tekringprogram vir baie min variasie verantwoordelik was. Die implikasie is dat gehaltekringprogramme mag lei tot 
verhoogde werknemertevredenheid maar dat die belangrikste voorvereiste 'n toepaslike deelnemende klimaat in die 
ondememing blyk te wees. 

Introduction The effectiveness of participative work designs: an 
ongoing debate The question of worker participation and the role of employ

ee satisfaction in increased productivity is a recurrent one 
both in business and psychological literature. Decades of 
research have given us certain well-grounded conclusions: 
a. technology, particularly automation and the production
line system, is often a significant contributor to alienation 
(e.g. Shepard, 1970; Cotgrove, 1972; Susman, 1972); b. jobs 
can be redesigned to counter alienation (e.g. Scheips, 1972; 
Walton, 1972; Frank, 1973); and c. worker participation is 
one of the best ways to achieve this countering effect (e.g. 
Fuller& Bonjean, 1970; Denhardt, 1971; Strauss, 1974). 

Such studies gave legitimacy to the 'job redesign' move
ment, a broad-based and eclectic attempt to find alternative 
work forms which would eliminate alienation and maximize 
productivity and participation. Fine summaries of this work 
is available in such reviews as Hackman & Lee (1979), and 
Guzzo (1983). Interventions fall into categories such as 
sociotechnical systems, job enrichment, job enlargement, 
w~ schedules, environmental fit, ergonomic design, auto
mallon, robotics, and computerization. The only common 
basis for inclusion in the category of job redesign is an 
underlying philosophy aiming at 

'the design of effective and satisfying jobs, which 
m~ !'<>th. the organization's needs for effectively 
ach1evmg its goals through the use of its human re
sources and the individual's needs, expectations and 
goals' (Davis & Wacker, 1982: 2.5.1). 

The effectiveness of participative work designs has been the 
topic of controversy for decades now, with little sign of 

resolution. Recently, the debate has again become parti
cularly acrimonious. Although researchers such as Clemmer 
& McNeil (1988) and Larson (1989) continue to indicate 
benefits from participation, most arguments center around 
what is being measured, and what would constitute an ef
fective intervention. In analyzing the results from a number 

of US military bases, Steel & Mento (1987) found little link 
between participation and productivity. Wagner & Gooding 
(1987) criticize inconsistent research methodologies within 
this area, and suggest that researchers are being swayed by 
societal trends. Locke, Schweiger & Latham (1986) found 
that participation is just as likely to lower productivity as it 
is to raise it, if employees do not have expertise to bring to 

the decision-making process. Cotton, Vollrat'l & Froggatt 
(1988) argue that 'participation' is too broad a term, and 
attempt to classify interventions into various types, citing 
markedly different outcomes for the different kinds of 
techniques, thus explaining the wildly inconsistent and un
reliable results in the literature. 

Critiquing this study, Leana, Locke & Schweiger (1990) 

suggest that the findings of Cotton, et al. were largely the 
result of their own classification system, and showed that by 

classifying studies differently, a considerably different 
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outcome could be obtained. In their rebuttal, Cotton, Voll
rath, Legnick-Hall & Froggau (1990) refuse to acknowledge 
methodological problems, and assert that the basic success 
of participative work designs depends on the nature and 
form of the intervention. 

This debate is obviously complex and dynamic: it is not 
intended to offer a solution here. However, by way of con
sidering a specific intervention rather than making general
izations, and as an introduction to the present study, the 
issue of quality circles is offered. 

Origins of qualtty circles 
The history of quality circles (QCs) begins in 1948, when in 
an attempt to rebuild the Japanese economy after the Second 
World War, quality control was introduced from the United 
States, via world-experts, Demming and Juran. Despite its 
lack of popularity in the USA, between 1948 and 1960 
quality control became an extremely popular and well-re
searched subject in Japanese industry, and the majority of 
workers were exposed to the concept As part of involving 
all levels of workers, I.he first QCs were developed and 
started in 1962 at IBM, but were not successful in the USA 
and had more or less died out at the time they became 
popular in Japan. There a national QC body was formed in 
1964, and soon had chapters throughout Japan. The growth 
of QCs was explosive, and by 1984 there were over 180.000 
registered circles in Japan. A similar movement has been 
staJted in both Taiwan and South Korea with great success 
and QCs have 'come home' to the USA. Internationally, 
QCs are additionally currently to be found in such diverse 
countries as Australia, Belgium, Brazil, Denmark, Egypt, 
Israel, Italy, Korea, much of Latin America, Malaysia, the 
Netherlands, South Africa, Taiwan, Thailand, and the 
United Kingdom. The impetus for particularly the Western 
interest in QCs (and Japanese management) came from the 
spectacular success of Japanese companies in the West's 
traditional markets. 

Success of quality circles tn the west 
With the success of Japanese industry, Western nations have 
eagerly taken up the techniques of Japanese management, 
including the quality circle which has been implemented in 
an impressive range of areas. Apart from the production en
vironments which they were originally designed for, quality 
circles have been put to work in such white-collar areas as 
universities, accounting firms, banks, and the military. A 
question which arises perennially is that of the adaptability 
of such techniques to Western societies. A typical argument 
is that of Yamamoto (1986) who offers an almost totally 
cultural explanation, citing psychological factors stemming 
from feudal Japan for the present form and success of in
dustry there. By way of contrast, Garvin suggests 

' ... such arguments are easily overstated. They border 
on cultural determinism, confusing habits or tasks that 
support a particular end with more complete explana
tions' (1988: 198). 

In Japan, QCs are judged to be a huge success by virtue 
of their longevity and the growth of the Japanese economy. 
In comparing the progress of countries which have used 
QCs with those which have not, Bocker & Overgaard (1982) 

llS 

are unequivocal in lheir praise for the positive effect of QCs 
on national productivity. In the USA. Miller (1984) found 
that 63% of all respondents in a survey felt that their QC 
program was 'moderately' to ·exuemely' successful, wilh 
only 6% reporting 'failures' or 'poor' results. Sherwood. 
Guerrier & Dale ( 1985) found that most finns Cllpn!SS satis
faction with the usefulness of the QC concept. Nevertheless.. 
it hardly seems an appropriate or scientific form of measure
ment to ask managers (who in many insaances, have been re
sponsible for the implemcmatioo of costly programs), whet
her or not they believe the programs wort. While financial 
figures seem to be plucked out of thin air - 'Lodhecd 
claims to have saved 2.844.<XX> dollars wilh only 15 quality 
circles operating in the first two years' (Wayne, Griffin, & 
Bareman, 1986: 80) - it is the effect on the puticjpanls 
(i.e. attitudes, values, and molivation) which is more dif
ficult to measure. 

In Britain, Cox & Dale (1985) found lll&l 83% of re- · 
spondents (QC members) felt that QCs had provided lhem 
wilh real benefits. Maries, Hadccu, Mirvis & Gnldy (1986) 
reported that QC members showed enhanced quality of 
wodc life perceptions relative to non-members. Rafacli 
(1985) found that QC members had a significantly higher 
percept.ion of their own influence and job variety lhan non
QC members, while Elvins (1985) found that QC member
ship was associated with a higher degree of perceived power 
or influence. In South Africa, Daniel & Huss (1986) con
cluded that quality circles are a positive influence for 
political change, and Nicholls (1985) found significantly im
proved employee perceptions of management and better em
ployee-management relations after a participative QC-type 
intervention. The problem with many of these studies is the 
lack of a real control group, given the voluntary nature of 
QCs, and a possible halo effect when the measures are link
ed to QC participation. 

Imperfect though these data are, evidence suggests that 
QCs are associated with a positive effect on productivity 
and quality, and on workers' perceptions of their subjective 
working conditions, at least as far as their ability to in
fluence those conditions is involved. QCs arc also seen to be 
a positive force for solving problems, and in enhancing 
communications. On a national level however, it is hard to 
escape the conclusion of Beardsley (1987), that like many 
other participative programs in recent history, QCs have not 
been set measurable goals, and this inability to assess their 
results threatens their future existence. A critical question 
must be, do QCs actually contribute anything more to 
organizations and their employees than halo (Hawthorne) ef
fects? This question is especially troubling in the light of 
recent studies. Thus Barrick & Alexander (1987) found that 
reported success of QC programs was due to the unique 
characteristics of voluntary participants. In tracking QC 
participants for a three-year period (Griffin, 1988), 
measuring attitudes, behaviour, and effectiveness, initial 
improvements were found, but were subsequently followed 
by a return to previous levels. Similarly, Lawler & Mohr
man (1987) cite a 'honeymoon' effect with QCs. Steel & 
Lloyd (1988) found some support for an improved sense of 
competence and trust, but only marginal support for QC 
effectiveness. Summarizing the findings, Steel & Shane 
(1986) rightly conclude that the characteristics of 
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organiutions which may best benefit from QC interventions 
are still poorly understood, and with this in mind there must 
be some question as to the desirability of QCs in organi
mtional contexts. 

Crltlcal success and fallure criteria for clrcle pro
grams 
As QC programs got underway in the West, painful ex
periences with failed programs showed that there were cer
tain things which should or should not be done if QCs were 
to be successful. Dale & Hayward (e.g. 1984: 12) have 
identified the main causes for circle failure. One of the most 
significant regards management style: • .. .in a climate where 
management is too narrow-minded and autocratic, quality 
circles are unlikely to survive'. In a similar vein, Ingle 
(1982) and Tang, Tollison, & Whiteside (1989) suggest that 
poor middle-management support is a prime indicator that a 
QC program will be in trouble if implemented. Steel, Men
to, Dilla, Ovalle, & Lloyd (1985) found that one of several 
factors distinguishing a successful from an unsuccessful QC 
program was management support, and in another study 
(Steel, Mento, & Reha, 1985) noted improved attitude and 
morale, but only if management support was real and tang-

· ible. Castorina & Wood (1988) discovered that in Fortune 
500 companies, QCs succeeded to the extent that they did 
not come into opposition with the existing bureaucracy, 

· while Drago (1988) has noted that one of the factors which 
enhanced QC survival is degree of participative manage
ment In a meta-analysis of participative programs, Miller & 
Monge (1986) found reliable links between participation and 
worker satisfaction, as well as the constraining role of 
organi7.ational factors. Generally, management support and 
commitment to a participative management climate has 
emerged as probably the major success predictor of QC act
ivities. 

Quality clrcles and worker satisfaction 
The review of the literature thusfar has revealed that the 
purpose of job redesign was primarily to enhance product
ivity by encouraging participation and increasing worker 
satisfaction. While it may be somewhat grandiose and pre
tentious to assume that any measurable personality 'devel
opment' will go on in adults exposed to a QC program, a 
more modest and attainable objective might be to increase 
worker satisfaction, and thereby reduce alienation. 

Although some interesting data concerning productivity 
improvements have been reviewed here, the field remains 
somewhat devoid of evidence linking participation with 
worker satisfaction. The purpose of the present study is to 
attempt to assess the effect of QC participation on employee 
satisfaction, and to pay particular attention to the critical 
role of the organizational, or managerial climate. 

Overview 
A matched group of QC members and non-members was 
used. Subjects were asked to rate themselves on five differ
ent measures, namely, life satisfaction, self-esteem, power
lessness, locus-of-control, and purpose-in-life. They also 
rated the organiution on its management style, both 'now' 
and for 12 months previously on a questionnaire which was 
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designed for this study, and which measured five different 
aspects of managerial style. The effect of managerial climate 
and QC participation on the satisfaction indices was asses
sed. 

Method 

Subjects 
Altogether 300 questionnaires were distributed. Completed 
questionnaires from 187 QC members and 63 non-QC mem
bers were obtained, for an overall response rate of 83.3%.1 
Of these, 168 of the QC group and 48 of the non-QC group 
had been in the company 12 months previously, and were 
thus able to rate the managerial climate both at the present 
time and 12 months previously. There were 103 and 37 men 
in the two respective groups, the balance being women. 192 
subjects were Afrikaans-speaking South Africans, and 139 
English-speaking. Post-hoc analysis revealed no differences 
between men and women, or Afrikaans and English speak
ers on any measures (all p's >. 05). All subjects' jobs were 
categorized as semi-skilled, artisan-assistant, or clerical. 

Measuring Instruments 

Managerial climate 
A number of instruments have been developed over the 
years to measure the concept of the managerial style or 
climate. The progenitor and most successful of all these 
measures is the Likert Organizational Climate Questionnaire 
(Likert, 1967). This 51-item questionnaire scores responses 
on a unidimensional continuum ranging from 1.00 to 4.00. 
Each station on the continuum is identified with a particular 
management style. (1 = exploitative autocratic, 2 = bene
volent autocratic, 3 = participative, 4 = laissez faire). Sub
jects rate the organization 'now' (i.e. 'at the present time'), 
and as they remember it 12 months previously. 

The correlation table of all items provided by Likert 
(1967: 194-195) points out 14 critical items divided inlO 
five basic factors. These five factors are: 
1. trust and involvement, which addresses the issue of the 

relationship and trust between subordinates and super
iors; 

2. motivators, which relates to the way in which man
agement attempts to motivate the employees; 

3. communications, which looks at various aspects of 
organizational communication such as its effectiveness, 
direction, and clarity; 

4. decision making, which examines the availability and 
utilization of information available in the organization 
when decisions are taken; and 

5. control data, which questions the use to which per
formance data (costs, production reports, etc.) are puL 

The sum of the five factors provides an overall managerial 
climate score. 

Worker satisfaction, control and purpose 
It was decided to broadly measure the notion of worlcer 
satisfaction, and to incorporate measures of general life 
satisfaction. Five well-known measures were employed, re
presenting both relevant attitude and personality variables, 
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ranging from measures of alienation, to measures of a sense 
of control and purpose. 

The first variable chosen for this study was that of life 
satisfaction. Life satisfaction has been found to be related to 
the job environment (Spreitzer, Snyder & Larson, 1981), 
and significantly, to participation on the job (Parrott & 
Hewitt, 1978). The items chosen for this study were the 
three critical items identified by Bachman, Kahn, Davidson 
& Johnston (1967). The next variable was self-esteem. The 
items chosen for this study were the six critical items 
identified by Bachman, et al. (1967). The third variable was 
powerlessness, which is a crucial indicator of a sense of 
alienation. The items chosen were six reported by Neal & 
Seeman (1964). Fourth, a high internal locus-of-control is 
quite unlike a sense of powerlessness.2 A shortened version 
of Rotter's (1966) 23-item scale, namely, Valecha's (1972) 
11-item version was used in this study. The final variable is 
that of purpose-in-life. Designed by Crumbaugh (1968), this 
20-item test was reduced to 10 items (Chang & Dodder, 
1983). 

Procedure 
The items described in the previous section were combined 
into a single questionnaire. This study took place in a large 
South African engineering firm which has one of the most 
vigorous QC programs in that country .3 The sample used 
was obtained by requesting personnel officers (with consult
ation with on-site facilitators) in the various regional offices 
of the organization to distribute the questionnaires to their 
QCs.4 In order to obtain a comparable control group in each 
area, QCs which were about to start had questionnaires ap
plied to the members before any circle meetings took place. 
This request was made only to areas which already had QCs 
in operation, thus matching the QC and non-QC members 
on environmental conditions, and for the fact that QC 
members, being volunteers, constitute a highly select group. 
Since the actual formation of QCs was dictated by a cor
porate time-table (which was based on budget constraints, 
not readiness for the QC program), there were no differ
ences in the two groups due to, for example, the quality 
circle members having volunteered earlier. Both QC and 
non-QC members volunteered at the same time, but the non
QC members had been waiting for their circle to start - in 
fact, it was this waiting period which made the present 
design possible. The questionnaires were distributed 
individually outside of the regular QC meeting-place, by the 
personnel officer, not the facilitator, who was instructed not 
to tell ~ubjects that they had been selected due to their 
affiliations with QCs. 

Hypotheses 
The literature reviewed has emphasized the necessity for a 
real, rather than a decreed participative style on the part of 
management if programs such as QCs are to succeed. There 
has to be a genuine commiunent to worker participation 
before such programs· will produce the required results. 
Based on these points, the following hypotheses are offered: 
-Hypothesis 1: worker satisfaction will be greater amongst 

QC members than non-QC members. 
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- Hypothesis 2: In both QC and non-QC members, worker 
satisfaction will correlate positively with managerial 
climate scores. 

Results 
Comparisons between the two groups were perfonned using 
T-tests. In the non-QC group, the subjects perceived a signi
ficantly more participative managerial climate at the present 
time as compared to 12 months previously, on all manager
ial climate variables. This was also the case for quality 
circle members, with the exception of control data (see 
Table 1 for p-levels). More simply, both groups felt that 
they were in a more democratic and participative environ
ment than a year previously. This in itself is not surprising 
- due to such halo effect retrospective evaluations are use
ful as experimental tools only if, as in this case, the retro
spective recollections of two different groups may be com
pared. The question is not whether or not the subjects per
ceived an improvement in climate, but whether or not QC 
members perceived a greater improvement in climate over 
the year, as compared to non-QC members (see Table 1). 

In comparing the two groups on their managerial climate 
ratings for 12 months previously, and for the present time, 
no significant difference between the two groups was ob
served on any of the variables (all p's> .05). 

For the worker satisfaction variables, comparisons be
tween the groups revealed that the quality circle members 

Table 1 Managerial climate, mean scores1 

Variable 

Trust & Involvement 

Motivators 

Communications 

Decision making 

Control data 

Managerialclimate2 

• p <. OS 

**P<.01 

Group 

QC 

non-QC 

Diff. 

QC 

non-QC 

Diff. 

QC 

non-QC 

Diff. 

QC 

non-QC 

Diff. 

QC 

non-QC 

Diff. 

QC 

non-QC 

Diff. 

Before After 

2.02 2.34 

1.93 2.52 

+.10 -.17 

2.15 2.44 

2.02 2.46 

+.14 -.02 

1.97 2.28 

1.90 2.43 

+.en -.14 

1.92 2.32 

1.74 2.30 

+.18 +.01 

1.89 2.38 

2.16 2.25 

-.27 +.13 

1.99 2.35 

l.9S 2.39 

+.04 -.08 

Diff. 

-.32 .. 

-.59 .. 

-.29• 
-.44 .. 

-.32 .. 

-.53 .. 

--~· 
-.56 .. 

-.4~· 

-.09 

-.36 .. 

-.44 .. 

1. 'Before' scores are subjects' retrospective ratings for the organil.alion 

12 months previously. 'After' is their ratings for the present time. 

2. 'Managerial climate' is an average of the five factors above iL 
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Table 2 Satisfaction variables, mean scores 
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Table 3 Satisfaction correlations with 
managerial climate 

Satisfaction 

variable 

Life satisfaction 

Self-esteem 

Powerlessness 

L.O.C. 

P.I.L. 

• p < .OS 

SIILP--

U>CV8-0P-coaTIIOL 

POaPOA-DI-Lin 

• • 158 

.. 
0 

non-QC groupQC group Difference 

(N::43) (N=158) 

28.53 31.96 -3.42* 

31.09 33.69 -2.60* 

20.31 20.42 --0.11 

22.88 22.96 --0.08 

28.82 30.22 -1.4* 

Peraonal Orowtb scor•• 

.. 
UI 

... 
0 

... 
UI 

-~ COIITIOL -.ncTS 

.. 
0 

Variable 

Life satisfaction 

Self-esteem 

Powerlessness 

L.O.C. 

P.I.L. 

• p <. 05 
•• p < .01 

Non-QC group 

(N=55) 

R 

.245* 

-.129 

.177 

.375•• 

.254* 

QC group 

(N=l71) 

R 

.299•• 

.289•• 

.258•• 

.363*• 

.411•• 

scored significantly higher on life satisfaction, self-esteem 
and purpose-in-life than did the non-QC members (p < .05). 
For all other worker satisfaction variables, there was no 
significant difference between the two groups (see Table 2 
and Figure I). 

In correlating the independent variables and dependent 
variables in both groups, several positive significant 
relationships were obtained. Briefly, for the non-QC group 
managerial climate was significantly correlated with life 
satisfaction, locus-of-control, and purpose-in-life. In lhe QC 
group, significant positive correlations were found between 
managerial climate and all five worker satisfaction indices. 
These results are shown in Table 3. 

Figure 1 Satisfaction scores for QC and non-QC members 

Finally, a multiple stepwise regression analysis was per
formed to test the following basic model: (this is lhe general 
model, not a specific equation): Satisfaction = QC partici
pation + Communications + Leadership + Motivators + 
Decision making + Control data + QC membership.5 The re
sults show lhat for all worker satisfaction indices, at least 
one managerial climate variable accounts for a significant 
portion of lhe variance, while QC participation only ac
counts for an additionally significant fraction of lhe variance 
in lhe case of life satisfaction and self-esteem, supporting 
the results of the T-tests reported above. These results are 
summarized in Table 4. 

Table4 Regression - total amount of variance explained (R2) 

Satisfaction variables (N=2 I 6) 
Predictors Life Self- Power- Locus-of Purpose-

satisfaction esteem lessness control in-life 

QC panicipation .02 (.16) .02 (. II) • (*) • (*) • (*) 
Communication .13 (.13) .08 (.08) • (.05) .03 (.13) .21 (.21) 
Trust & involv. • (.09) .06 (.05) • (.06) • (.15) • (*) 
Motivators • (.06) • (.03) • (.03) .11 (.11) • (.10) 
Decision making • (.05) • (*) .07 (.07) • (.08) • (.08) 
Control data • (*) • (*) • (*) • (•) • (*) 

• less than 0.01 (I%) of variance explained. Number in parenthesis indicates the total amount 

of variance which that variable explains, if all other variables were excluded from the ana

lysis. The number outside the parenthesis is the additional or unique amount of variance ex
plained by that variable, and not shared wilh any other variable. ! 
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Discussion 

Hypothesis 1 

Worker satisfaction will be greater amongst QC members 
than non-QC members. This hypothesis appears to have 
been partially supported, as illustrated in Table 2 and Figure 
1. The QC members showed significantly higher life satis
faction and self-esteem than the non-QC group, a finding 
consistent with the idea that exposure lO QC activities over 
time can enhance self-regard due lO an improved sense of 
competence. In addition, as shown in Table 2, the other 
(non-significant) mean differences tended in the expected 
direction. QC members thus express more subjective enjoy
ment of life in general, and are more positive in their own 
self-evaluations, than is the case for non-QC members. 

Hypothesis 1 is thus partially supported. That partici
pative programs such as QCs do not enhance the other 
dimensions, especially measures such as locus-of-control 
which is a core personality construct, is disappointing, but 
not that surprising. According to these results, QCs do not 
impact more global questions such as making the workers 
feel more in control of their environment or life circum
stances. In general therefore, it seems that QC membership 
is positively related to some, but definitely not all, of the 
variables used here. Individual, social, and environmental 
factors also play an extremely powerful moderating role in 
this relationship. 

Hypothesis 2 
In both QC and non-QC members, worker satisfaction will 
correlate positively with managerial climate. The results 
shown in Table 3 support this hypothesis, particularly in the 
case of quality circle members. Of all managerial climate in
dices, communications emerged as most consistently posi
tively correlated to worker satisfaction. The regression ana
lysis (Table 4) reveals that all five of the worker satisfaction 
variables are largely explained by managerial climate vari
ables, in particular communications in the cases of life satis
faction, self-esteem, locus-of-control, and purpose-in-life. 
This is understandable, since the purpose of participation is 
largely to achieve personal growth by improving communi
cations between workers and management, and by en
couraging workers to come forward with their own views 
and suggestions. The results of the stepwise regression 
shows that there is an interaction between climate, QCs, and 
worker satisfaction. However, managerial climate variables 
account for a greater proportion of the variance in worker 
satisfaction scores than does participation in a QC program 
alone. Thus Hypotheses 2 has been supported. 

Together with the discussion on Hypothesis 1, it seems 
that the actual managerial climate in the organization, parti
cularly the communication style, rather than the presence of 
programs such as QCs, is a vital determining factor in en
couraging employee satisfaction, self-esteem, and a sense of 
control and purpose. This result is consistent with the 
literature already reviewed, which pointed out the import
ance of real managerial commitment, behaviourally and not 
rhetoricaJJy, in the success of participative systems. QCs 
may thus be more a result than a cause of the sort of 
environment where employee satisfaction and growth is 
more likely to occur. 
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It was noled lhat on all managerial climate indices bolb 
groups reported a significantly more participative climlle 
than for 12 months previously. As discussed. this pheno
menon is most likely due to the 'halo' effect., with a sarong 
tendency toward the socially desirable response of in
dicating an improved climate compared to the previous year. 
However, a more interesting (but speculative) possibility 
also exists. If programs such as QCs have any value. it may 
be that they provide tangible evidence of managerial com
mitment to a more panicipative worlt environment., and thus 
send ripples throughout the organiz.ation, speeding up the 
process of achieving a more democratic managerial climate, 
and thus bringing about the desired change in more indivi
duals than those physically involved with QCs. The fact that 
the non-QC members were all drawn from corporate divi
sions where QCs were actually operating means that these 
respondents had aJJ been 'rubbing shoulders' with QC mem
bers for the past several months. It is possible that manage
ment style changed in these sections to accommodate the re
quirements of QCs or in response to the increased maturity 
of the QC members, and that this changed style was applied 
equally to non-QC members as employees in the same 
section. It is thus possible that QC members and non-QC 
members in the same section will both experience increased 
satisfaction. 

This study thus confinns the tendency reported in the 
literature towards more positive worker attitudes, perception 
of management style, and worker satisfaction, in the general 
area where a quality circle program has been in operation. 

Regarding managerial climate and management style. 
Gelfand has found that while 

' ... the grouping of people into problem-solving units 
... will result in an increase in human creativity ... the 
developmental strategy which determines this in
crease, however, is linked to the prevailing climate' 
(1975: 111). 

This conclusion is echoed by Biesheuvel (1984: 125): 
' ... the successful operation of QCs is dependent on a truly 
cooperative management climate throughout the enterprise', 
and Gibson, who notes that 

' ... quality circles are people with points of view about 
becoming involved in a participative problem-solving 
process. These viewpoints can make or break the pro
cess' (I 982: 5). 

Barrick & Alexander (1987) reviewed the success and fail
ure of QC programs in the USA, and reported that failure 
was most consistent and complete in the military, a finding 
consistent with the theme of this article, namely that 
participative programs do not flourish in an autocratic 
environment These results have important implications for 
the effective training of management in the coming years. 
Drago states that participative programs tend lO come and 
go in cycles, but that QCs are more broad-based than any of 
the earlier systems, hence 

' ... the future of the circles movement will probably 
depend more than anything else upon managerial atti
tudes and commitment to participation' (1985: 16). 

This study has provided an interesting confirmation IO 
what insightful managers have known for many years -
actions speak far louder than words. Workers can achieve 
greater satisfaction in the workplace, and productivity can 



140 

be increased lhrough participative work systems, but man
agement commitment must be there in the tangible form of a 
participative supervisory style. A great need exists to make 
management competent in implementing and operating such 
a style, and to sell the idea that managers alone cannot carry 
the productivity burden of organizations. Involving workers 
in decision-making should not imply abdication by manage
ment; it is rather part of a basic restructuring of the way 
businesses are run. 

Notes 
1. This high response rate was made possible by the fine co

operation of the facilitators. 
2. Locus-of-control is traditionally thought of as a person

ality dimension. It was included because it seemed an ap
propriate global measure. 

3. For social scientists concerned with facilitating the trans
ition from the apartheid system in South Africa, partici
pative work programs offer one possible avenue whereby 
a disenfranchized segment of the population is afforded an 
avenue of expression. Further, such interventions begin to 
acculturate employees and employers, accustomed to auto
cracy, to the benefits of a more democratic workplace. 

4. Since some subjects were Afrikaans-speakers, the quest
ionnaire was also translated into Afrikaans, and translated 

back into English to ensure standardization of the items. 
S. 'QC participation' is a dichotomous variable indicating 

membership in either group. 'QC membership' denotes 
which quality circle the subjects were drawn from, in 
order to test for between-circle effects. The order of intro
duction of variables into the equation was rotated in order 
to test all possible permutations. The results in Table 4 
present the data from the best fit. 
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