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Foreword

Launched on 1% April 2008, the UK Commission for Employment and Skills is a key
recommendation in Lord Leitch’'s 2006 review of skills Prosperity for All in the Global
Economy: World Class Skills. The UK Commission aims to raise UK prosperity and
opportunity by improving employment and skills. Its ambition is to benefit individuals,
employers, government and society by providing independent advice to the highest levels
of the UK Government and Devolved Administrations on how improved employment and
skills systems can help the UK become a world class leader in productivity, in

employment and in having a fair and inclusive society.

Research and policy analysis plays a fundamental role in the work of the UK Commission
and is central to its advisory function. In fulfilling this role, the Research and Policy
Directorate of the UK Commission is charged with delivering a number of the core

activities of the UK Commission and has a crucial role to play in:

Assessing progress towards making the UK a world-class leader in employment and
skills by 2020;

e Advising Ministers on the strategies and policies needed to increase employment,

skills and productivity;

e Examining how employment and skills services can be improved to increase

employment retention and progression, skills and productivities.

e Promoting employer investment in people and the better use of skills.

We will produce research of the highest quality to provide an authoritative evidence base;
we will review best practice and offer policy innovations to the system; we will undertake
international benchmarking and analysis and we will draw on panels of experts, in the UK

and internationally, to inform our analysis.

Sharing the findings of our research and policy analysis and engaging with our audience
is very important to the UK Commission. Our Evidence Reports are our chief means of
reporting our detailed analytical work. Our other products include Summaries of these
reports; Briefing Papers; Thinkpieces, seminars and an annual Research and Policy
Convention. All our outputs are accessible in the Research and Policy pages at

www.ukces.org.uk
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This report is the start of the process to develop a UK wide survey of high performance
working. Such a survey is a much needed contribution to the evidence base for high
performance working (HPW). The establishment of a common, longitudinal, employer
based survey tool capable of producing results comparable across nations, sectors, firm
size and strategy, would be extremely valuable in developing the evidence base
necessary on which to build actions to encourage more effective skills utilisation and thus

improved organisational performance.

The report is the output from one of a number of UK Commission projects exploring the
issue of HPW and skills utilisation including a skills utilisation literature review, a
synthesis of HPW literature, case studies and a review of policy interventions in support
of HPW. We hope you find this report useful and informative in building the evidence we

need to achieve a more prosperous and inclusive society.

Professor Mike Campbell

Director of Research and Policy

Lesley Giles
Deputy Director and Head of Research
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Executive Summary

Project context

The development of a longitudinal employer based survey tool is one of three linked sub-
projects commissioned by the UK Commission for Employment and Skills within a project
concerned with Skills Utilisation in the UK. The concept of skills utilisation encompasses
a range of high performance work practices with a focus on creating a working
environment in which employee talents can be deployed for the optimal mutual benefit of
themselves and their employer. As such it implies a particular concern with identification
of workforce talents, designing work in such a way that employee talents are optimally
used and offering opportunities for employees to contribute to shaping the broader

development of the organisation beyond the confines of their job descriptions.

Concerns about adequate deployment of workforce skills derive from broader concerns
about the role of skills in contributing to the UK’s economic performance. The UK ‘skills
problem’ is multi-faceted, well documented and has a long history. Our stock of skills and
their optimal deployment fare relatively poorly when compared internationally according
to Skills Utilisation measures such as labour productivity and levels of qualifications
among different workforce groups. Access to opportunities for skills acquisition is uneven
as are their impacts and a number of reasons are provided for this, often deriving from
Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1964).

For organisations, underinvestment in skills may appear to be a rational response in the
face of risks such as poaching of trained workers and payback time on investment.
Equally organisations may be keen to invest in developing workforce skills, but lack
capacity or capability to manage the process, or simply find it difficult to source
appropriate training or lack broader knowledge of how skills utilisation can be optimised.
It is within this context that this survey tool has been developed.

Project objective

The UK evidence base has suffered deficiencies in the past around the issue of more
effective skills utilisation and organisational performance. There are few large scale,
representative, economy-wide surveys in the UK. Research tends to focus on the most
successful, large employers and to focus on best practice. There is limited cross sectional
analyses (e.g. sector, size, geography) to show how practices differ amongst firms of
varying characteristics. Little longitudinal data is available on high performance working
(HPW) and organisational performance, which might more effectively identify any causal

link between skills and the bottom line and to precisely understand ‘what is driving what'.
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Therefore the aim of this project is to develop a common, longitudinal, employer based
survey tool on HPW capable of providing results comparable by: nation; sector; size of

firm and organisational strategy.

Developing the survey tool content
The development of the survey tool content was informed by:

e Developing an extended version of the 4A model to enable us to capture the causal
processes between organisational contextual influences such as product market
strategy, culture and choice of technology, selection and implementation of HPW
practices, employee perceptions of their implementation and impact on employee

performance outcomes.

e Undertaking a scoping review to identify what researchers, academics and policy
makers think are the key unanswered questions concerning skills utilisation and
HPW. This enables assessment of which measures and themes are most important

and which evidence gaps can be filled.

e Evaluating existing surveys including the Workplace Employer Relations Survey
2004; the National Employer Skills Survey 2007; the Skills for Business Network
Survey 2007; the People and the Bottom Line Survey 2007; the Future of Work
survey 1999 and the Investors in People Employer Survey Tool. It considers the
extent to which each survey covers relevant issues related to HPW, skills utilisation
and organisational performance. Where there are gaps or difficulties we gave
particular attention to the design implications for a new survey to capture the relevant

information.

The findings from the initial scoping exercise were used to develop a generalised
framework for examining skills utilisation and HPW, against which we considered
appropriate measures, variables and question development. This second stage
generated a framework to capture areas of required evidence and was used to assess
the potential of adapting existing surveys against developing a new cross-sectional

and/or panel survey.

A detailed series of questionnaire modules was then developed which map onto each of
the sections of the 4A model covering organisational context, measure of incidence and
implementation of HPW practices, employee perceptions of implementation processes
and outcomes. In particular, our research indicated a need for more detailed exploration
of employee perspectives on HPW practices. This should include measures to explore
attributions of why managers adopt HPW practices, measures of informal training

provision and assessments of the quality of management and leadership by employees.
i
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Survey tool development process

We also drew on the expert consultations and a review of the literature to consider the
most appropriate methods for conducting the survey including its size and scope, the
mode of application (face-to-face, postal etc) and who the respondents should be. The
report considers a number of options for the UK Commission to evaluate. These include
the extension of the WERS survey (which is rejected due to pressures on its existing
content), the commissioning of a bespoke survey, and the addition of questions to NESS.
The report also stresses the need for complementary case study based research to
capture the reasons why managers decide to adopt business strategies which demand
deployment of HPW practices and to test out the take up and impact of appropriate kinds
of policy support. Such complementary research has been conducted by the UK
Commission through its HPW case study project. Along with this, the Policy Review
project has examined the policies available to support HPW and identified gaps in policy,
anda synthesis paper has presented evidence on the issues surround HPW. Together,
these constitute the outputs from the UK Commission’s Skills Utilisation project.
Preceding this was a Skills Utilisation literature review produced by the Scottish

Government.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Background to the research development

The UK Commission for Employment and Skills has a remit to advise the four
Governments of the UK on issues of employment and skills. The Commission’s creation
originates from the recommendations in Leitch Review of Skills (2006) and its overarching
objectives are to help the UK achieve dual goals of ‘economic competitiveness and social
cohesion’ (UK Commission for Employment and Skills, 2008). It aims to do this by
gathering robust and reliable evidence to become a powerful and credible presence in
informing policy-making, employer and individual activity with respect to investment in and

deployment of skills.

The UK has a long standing, well document and multi-faceted ‘skills problem’. The country
is now producing large numbers of higher skilled workers through the expansion of the
higher education system. But in simple terms, its stock of skills and their optimal
deployment still fare relatively poorly when compared internationally according to Skills
Utilisation measures such as labour productivity and levels of qualifications among
different workforce groups. Access to opportunities for skills acquisition is uneven as are
their impacts and a number of reasons are provided for this, often deriving from Human
Capital Theory (Becker, 1964).
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For organisations, underinvestment in skills may appear to be a rational response in the
face of risks such as poaching of trained workers and payback time on investment.
Equally organisations may be keen to invest in developing workforce skills, but lack
capacity or capability to manage the process, or simply find it difficult to source
appropriate training or lack broader knowledge of how skills utilisation can be optimised
within broader systems of high performance working. Furthermore, one school of thought
argues that many UK employers adopt competitive strategies which simply do not demand
high levels of workforce skills (Keep et al, 2006). However, employer reluctance to invest
or harness the talent of their workforces through suboptimal HR systems can create risks
to individual firms and UK competitiveness, in that emerging economies in other
continents are providing large quantities of cheap labour, some of which is highly skilled.
Coupled with the globalisation of production systems for many goods and services, this
development poses an increasing threat to the prospects for UK organisations which are
competing in these markets. Optimising employer investment in skills and their application
requires tackling some of the blockages and barriers that inhibit employer action. Some of
these relate to skills deployment which is being addressed in the UK Commission’s ‘skills

utilisation’ project.

The rationale for the project is to understand how to stimulate more effective skills
utilisation in the workplace and by so doing enhance UK productivity and performance.

The project has four strands of work.

e A paper synthesising the key and latest evidence on high performance working
(HPW).

o Work to develop an employer survey tool to assess the extent and impact of HPW
e Case studies of the implementation of HPW

e A review of the policies available to support HPW and identify where there may be

gaps in that support.
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Preceding these strands is a review of skills utilisation literature commissioned by Scottish
Government (2008). Skill utilisation is potentially a very broad and wide-ranging topic, and
in order to ensure clarity and focus, the elements of work outlined in this report will
concentrate specifically on ‘High Performance Working’ (HPW), since this allows an
explicit focus on the ways in which people are managed, and thus on management and
leadership issues. HPW is a general approach to managing organisations that aims to
stimulate more effective employee involvement and commitment to achieve high levels of

performance.

A range of research studies have sought to define HPW, measure the extent of take-up,
and look at exactly how HPW can create a work environment that encourages higher
performance. These are referred to in the UK Commission’s synthesis of HPW literature
by Belt and Giles (2009). The development of a HPW employer survey tool aims to build
on, update and take forward previous research rather than replicate it. In particular, it aims
to make a valuable contribution to the understanding of HPW and the utilisation of skills in
UK organisations, particularly focusing on what works in securing HPW and effective skills
utilisation and what good practice looks like. Importantly, the findings will also make clear
policy recommendations in this area in terms of broadening the take-up of HPW practices
and promoting more effective skills utilisation - an issue that has been neglected in

previous research.

This focus on what can be done to increase the take-up of HPW is important as research
has shown that in spite of the fact that there is convincing evidence of the positive impact
of HPW on organisational performance, only a minority of UK firms have put such
practices into place. Research has suggested some reasons for this, such as a lack of
knowledge amongst managers, doubts about the benefits, as well as a culture of short-
termism amongst British management (see Guest, 2006; Tamkin et al, 2008; Belt and
Giles, 2009). It seems that the vast majority of UK employers still ‘do not find the
evidence base [for HPW] either accessible or compelling, and even if they are convinced,
struggle to understand how they might apply, measure and monitor such practices in their
workforce’ (Tamkin et al, 2008, p. 3).

The UK evidence base has suffered deficiencies in the past around the issue of more

effective skills utilisation and organisational performance. For instance:

e There are few large scale, representative, economy-wide surveys in the UK.

! Guest, D. (2006) ‘Smarter Ways of Working', SSDA Catalyst Research Paper, Issue 3, SSDA Wath upon Dearne.
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e Research tends to focus on the most successful, large employers and to focus on best

practice.

e There is limited cross sectional analyses (e.g. sector, size, region) to show how

practices differ amongst firms of varying characteristics.

e Little longitudinal data are available on HPW and performance, which might more
effectively identify any causal link between skills and the bottom line and to precisely

understand ‘what is driving what'.

Therefore the aim of this project is to develop a common, longitudinal, employer based
survey tool on HPW capable of providing results comparable by: nation; sector; size of
firm; organisational strategy. The parameters for and remit of the project need to be
appreciated in reading this report. In undertaking this work, it must be acknowledged that
a variety of employer survey tools, some relating to HPW are already in existence in the
UK but that coverage is not always comprehensive or comparable. In particular there is
some variation across the four nations of the UK in terms of their employer skills surveys
but this is minor when compared to differences with employer skills surveys that exist
outside of the UK. Some consideration would need to be given to developing appropriate
synergies between existing and any new survey tools in the UK, including the possibility of
harmonisation. Additionally, the need to capture employee views of HPW was recognised
as being of central importance as the project progressed compared to its initial focus, and
further investigation into employee-based surveys on working and working conditions
would be desirable in any further development of the survey tool. The specific goal of the
project was to develop a longitudinal survey tool. There are a number of potential
challenges which have been identified for longitudinal compared to cross-sectional
surveys, such as the need for a large sample to cope with attrition in response and to
obtain a sufficient sub-sample of firms with variations in HPW practices over time.
Alternatives such as cross-sectional surveys involving the linking of performance data are
discussed within the report, and careful consideration will be needed in selecting the most
appropriate option which will meet the UK Commission’s needs.

The development of a longitudinal survey stands to make the following contribution to the

stock of evidence on HPW:
e Track the uptake of HPW practices over time

e Understanding the extent and magnitude HPW effects (e.g. in terms of improved skills

utilisation and organisational performance).
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e Identifying the determinants and influences on HPW.

e |dentifying which groups of employers stand to benefit most from the achievement of
HPW.

e |dentifying, comparing and contrasting differences across surveys and key variables
(such as geography, sector, size of firm and strategy) as appropriate to understand the

differences in HPW across the economy and identify the most robust measures.

The key issues to be addressed in this report which underpin the development of the
survey are therefore to identify the topics and issues it should cover, based on an analysis
of the strengths and deficiencies in existing surveys, to assess how the survey should be
designed and administered and whether there are evidence gaps which require filling
through other means to advance our understanding of how HPW can be diffused more

widely among employers.

1.2 Methodology

The aim of this report is to develop a survey tool on skills utilisation, HPW and
organisational performance, designed to be applied at an employer level, and capable of
providing scope for longitudinal data collection comparable by: nation; sector; size of firm,

and organisational strategy. The development of the survey tool is informed by:

e Undertaking a scoping review of what researcher, academics and policy makers think
are the key unanswered questions concerning skills utilisation and HPW. This enables
an assessment of which measures and themes are most important and the potential

for filling evidence gaps.

e Evaluating existing surveys (eg WERS, NESS and PBL) in terms of their ability to
capture evidence of relevance to the framework and reviewing our assessment with
expert consultants. Where there are gaps or difficulties, particular attention is given to

the design implications for a new survey to capture the relevant information.

The findings from the initial scoping exercise were used to develop a generalised
framework for examining skills utilisation and HPW, against which appropriate measures

and variables were considered for question development.
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1.2.1 Stage one: Scoping existing evidence

Assessment of existing literature and consultation with key informants

The overall aim of the initial stage of the research was to explore the views of a range of
key informants (academics and policymakers) on the main issues they would like
addressed related to skills utilisation and HPW, and gaps in the current surveys tools. A
scoping overview of the relevant literature was conducted which informed our discussions

with key informants.

A mix of face-to-face, telephone and email discussions took place with the following
academics and research commissioners: David Ashton, Victor Dukelow, Jonny Sung,

David Guest, John Purcell, Peter Boxall, Bill Harley and Kirsty Yates.

The review of recent literature combined with these interviews allowed us to identify a
series of key issues that a future survey of HPW needed to address (eg understanding of
the causality chain; employee attitudes, behaviours and reactions, and the importance of

management and leadership).
Assessment of existing data sets

As part of the review of existing surveys, we examined the extent to which existing
datasets provide information that could be relevant to our field of enquiry and thus offer
insights to developing a model of HPW which could drive the development of the survey.
These included the People and the Bottom Line survey, the Skills for Business network’s
(SfBn) employer's survey, WERS and national employer skills surveys in England and
Scotland, the Investors in People Survey and a survey developed under the Future of
Work programme by David Guest (herein referred to as the Future of Work Survey). As
well as identifying variables that are pertinent to questions related to skills utilisation and
HPW, the purpose of this analysis was to consider the overall quality of each survey as a

vehicle for the analysis of HPW, skills utilisation and organisational performance.
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1.2.2 Stage two: Developing a framework of evidence

In the second stage of analysis, information from the scoping review provided insights to
develop a framework of the core thematic issues around HPW and performance. This
attempted to define measures of HPW, overarching measures of skills utilisation and
performance, and identify supplementary issues (eg related to influences on job design)
that could be measured in conjunction. This framework enabled construction of a matrix of

issues for review in the existing surveys.

This matrix acted as a test of the framework and presented questions or desired evidence,
the existing best data source available, an analysis of the gap between the desired
evidence and that which is available and an assessment of how best this gap might be
filled.

1.2.3 Stage three: Developing the survey tool

The third stage of the research used the framework of evidence to develop module areas
for coverage by a survey tool for investigating skills utilisation and HPW. As there was no
requirement to pilot the survey at this stage, the project adopted no preconceptions about
its size, wider content (eg information not pertaining to skills and HPW but essential in
conducting crossbreak analysis) and method of delivery (eg face to face or telephone,

single or multiple respondent).

The report does, however, review the options of developing a bespoke survey against that
of using or expanding existing surveys. It also considers issues related to survey

methodology, size, scope and respondent coverage.
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1.3

Report structure

The remainder of the report is structured as follows:

Section 2 presents the overarching model of HPW used to inform this report and
considers relevant existing debates in the wider literature that are of importance in
informing the development of the survey content and design. These include contingent
versus universalist perspectives on how HPW practices are linked to business
performance and the need for internal and external fit of HPW practices with a range
of strategic dimensions, organisational characteristics, policies and systems. It also
seeks to explain the 'black box' process linking HPW practices to organisational
performance, and indicates some of the implications for survey content and design

which are considered later in the report.

Section 3 focuses on issues related to the measurement of HPW, including which
HPW practices other studies have linked to organisational performance; views from
literature and external consultants on which respondents in an organisation are best
equipped to answer questions on these issues; which outcome measures need to be

considered and survey design issues (eg cross-sectional versus longitudinal surveys).

Section 4 provides an overview of existing surveys that may be of relevance in HPW
and/or skills utilisation research. The surveys covered comprise of: the Workplace
Employer Relations Survey 2004; the National Employer Skills Survey 2007; the Skills
for Business network Survey 2007; the People and the Bottom Line Survey 2007; the
Future of Work survey 1999 and the Investors in People Employer Survey Tool. It
considers the extent to which each survey covers relevant issues related to HPW,

skills utilisation and organisational performance.

Section 5 outlines the question areas and themes that a survey tool covering HPW
might need to consider. The section includes a review of some of the methodological
issues that will need to be addressed and offers suggestions for how such a survey

might be taken forward.
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2 High Performance Working: Concepts and
framework

This section sets out the overarching model of High Performance Working which is being
used to inform the development of the survey tool. It begins by providing a definition and
explanation of the concept, followed by an explanation of the model used to inform the
analysis of existing surveys and develop the proposed survey tool. The connections
between organisational context and strategy, HPW practices and how they generate
performance outcomes along an impact chain are outlined, and the implications for survey

tool development are noted.

2.1 Definitions of high performance working and skills utilisation

High performance working (HPW) is a term originating from Appelbaum and Batt's study
of US manufacturing techniques to describe a set of Human Resource Management
practices intended to be used together to increase organisational performance through
maximising the contribution of individual employees (1994). Other terms used in the same
context (with or without the same intended meanings) are ‘high involvement management’
and ‘high commitment management’. There is no single definition of HPW but for the
purpose of this report, ‘high performance working’ is defined as a general approach
to managing organisations (including HR practices, work organisation,
management and leadership) that aims to stimulate more effective employee
involvement and commitment to achieve high levels of performance (see Belt and
Giles, 2009 who review a number of definitions of HPW). In contrast, HRM refers to any
approach adopted to the management of people, not necessarily HPW, and HR practices

refers to practices adopted as part of any approach to people management.

Some critics have argued that the term ‘'high performance' should be avoided as it
presupposes the very effects that researchers should be investigating (Wall and Wood,
2005). However this report regards ‘high performance working’ as an aspirational or
normative objective, rather than an empirical description of a set of practices with a

guaranteed outcome.
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All the definitions have a shared concern with employee engagement and/or wellbeing,
participation and performance, reflecting a philosophy of mutuality in the benefits that can
be gained from this approach by both managers and employees. While there is broad
agreement that HPW is an approach that seeks to increase organisational performance
through the better management of people, there has been some debate about definitions,
and in particular about which precise practices constitute HPW. There is considerable
disagreement about which practices to measure or what constitutes a definitive set. This is
a question addressed later in this Chapter in the explanation of the overarching model

which underpins this report.

This goal of mutual benefits is also evident in the concept of skills utilisation. Interest in
this topic has extended from an original concern with improving the supply of skills in the
UK (as set out in the Leitch Review of Skills for example), to examining the role of
employers in utilising the skills of the existing workforce as in Skills for Scotland: A
Lifelong Skills Strategy (Scottish Government, 2007) for example. The former is usually
equated with and measured through existing stocks of qualifications. However, skills
which are applied in the workplace include technical, manual and cognitive skills in
processing information as well as ‘soft’ skills, such as interpersonal skills relating to
teamworking and relationships with colleagues and customers. The latter are much more
difficult to define, accredit and certify, and while valued by employers in terms of the
premium often placed on them during selection processes, displaying such skills may
involve conformity rather than discretion (as in the case of scripted call centre interactions)
and occupations in which these skills are emphasised may not receive higher wages. A
further category of skills involves aesthetic labour, in which ‘skill” which might include
appearance, deportment and speech (Warhurst and Nickson, 2001) and ‘employability’
skills including punctuality, reliability and ability/willingness to follow instructions. The skills
which are to be utilised may therefore be visual, technical or emotional and reside in the
individual, the occupation and/or the way in which the tasks are configured in the
workplace. As far as skills utilisation is concerned, this report confines itself to soft skills

and technical skills, as opposed to personal attributes and traits.
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The concept of skills utilisation encompasses a range of high performance work practices
with a focus on creating a working environment in which employee talents can be
deployed for the optimal mutual benefit of themselves and their employer. As such it
implies a particular concern with identification of workforce talents, designing work in such
a way that the talents are optimally used and offering opportunities for employees to
contribute to shaping the broader development of the organisation beyond the confines of
their job descriptions. The report does not seek to identify any particular sub-set of HPW
practices as more or less likely to lead to effective skills utilisation; such questions could

be explored empirically through analysis of any survey developed.

So how do HPW practices operate together and contribute to improved performance
outcomes? Figure 1 below shows a combined model of elements of high performance
working, the factors which influence their selection, and the causal impact chain which
affects individual and organisational performance. The model draws heavily on the earlier
4 As framework (Tamkin, 2005) but seeks to advance this by tracing the connections

between the incidence and application of HPW practices and outcomes.

Thinking about how survey tools can be used to unpick the connections in the impact

chain requires us to address two questions:

e Should HPW practices embraced by the 4A model be applied in all kinds of
organisations facing all kinds of circumstances or are some combinations more

appropriate than others?

This requires a consideration of the relationship between HPW and the wider internal and

external organisational context.

e How does the impact chain between use of HPW and outcomes develop?

This requires an exploration of how HPW practices are implemented and interpreted by

employees.
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2.2 HPW: a brief reminder of theory, some implications for survey
research and the original 4A model

Throughout the previous fifteen years of research into high performance working, one of

the major debates which has run through the literature is whether a single defined set of

HPW practices can improve organisational performance in all circumstances or whether

practices have to be selected and tailored to meet the needs of both different kinds of

organisations and similar organisations eg in the same sector but with different goals and

circumstances.
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