I’LL HAVE TO KEEP THIS SHORT, THE BOSS IS WATCHING.

Source material comes from an edited written by Michael Skapinker, which was published in Financial Times ( June 25th 2003)


HSBC, the London-based bank, last week told employees it was going to start charging them for personal telephone calls made from the office.

This is the company that recently agreed to allow William Aldinger, its newly appointed US director, to use the corporate jet for private holidays. HSBC is also giving Mr Aldinger more than $500,000 (£300,000) worth of advice on how to manage his $37.5m pay package. If the bank sacks him, it will pay his and his wife’s medical and dental bills for the rest of their lives. So when I read that HSBC staff had run up bills of as much as £36.15 a month on personal calls, I marvelled at their self-restraint.

Most sensible companies and their staff have an implicit understanding. People stuck in the office during working hours need to make some personal calls - to the garage servicing the car, to arrange a dental appointment, or to have a word with children’s teachers. Both sides recognise, too, that there is a limit. Ten minutes on a personal call is fine; 90 minutes is not. Local calls are acceptable; regular calls to family on another continent are not.

HSBC is not the only company scrutinising its staff. Computer records give companies the ability to monitor not only employees’ telephone calls but also their e-mails and Internet browsing habits too. Staff at Merrill Lynch recently told The Washington Post that they were no longer allowed to use eBay and other sites during working hours. “They tell you they trust you with a million-dollar account, or with someone’s life savings, but you can’t be trusted to look at the Internet,” one Merrill employee told the newspaper.

Many companies regard the need to monitor electronic and telephone communications as beyond argument. In a 2001 paper, Edward Freeman and Kirsten Martin of the Darden business school at the University of Virginia said companies always offered the same reasons for monitoring. These included the need to maintain or increase productivity; people who spent all day surfing the Internet (or talking on the telephone) were not attending to their work. Companies also argued that if they did not monitor employees’ web visits and e-mails they exposed themselves to legal liability. They could be accused of sexual harassment if staff sent pornographic material to each other.

As anyone who telephones a call centre knows, companies often say they may listen in to ensure a decent level of customer service. (As anyone who telephones a call centre also knows, this is not working.)

The University of Virginia writers pointed out that while technology allowed organisations to keep a closer eye on staff, there was nothing new about their desire to do so.

Companies have been using technology to monitor staff for decades. F. W. Taylor’s use of his stopwatch to time how long labourers took to perform each action was an early example. Requiring employees to clock on and off was another.

Has it made them better workers? Sometimes. Taylor’s approach was the start of a productivity revolution. But there is a limit to how much you can get out of people by measuring and monitoring. In a service economy, where much of the work involves solving customers’ problems, the ability to listen and take the initiative is more important than mechanical completion of tasks.

The management thinker Douglas McGregor said managing staff under these circumstances meant moving from Theory X to Theory Y. Theory X involved regarding workers as oversized children; Theory Y meant treating them as adults.

Companies thinking about how closely to monitor their staff make a Theory X or Theory Y calculation. The University of Virginia writers noted that while close monitoring might conjure up images of Big Brother, a more appropriate metaphor was the over-controlling parent. Organisations that constantly monitored staff treated them like naughty children - and their employees often lived down to those expectations.

Can companies find a way of protecting their legitimate legal and business interests while treating staff as adults? Richard Thomas, Britain’s information commissioner, recently made a splendid case for doing so in his code on workplace monitoring.

Mr Thomas accepts that monitoring is an inescapable part of work. “Most employers will make some checks on the quantity and quality of work produced by their workers. Workers will generally expect this.” But monitoring is also an intrusion that can undermine the mutual trust between employer and employee without which businesses cannot function.

Whenever they decide to monitor employees, companies need to ask whether the inevitable erosion of trust is outweighed by a clear benefit to the company. Managers should tell staff when they are being monitored and why. Covert monitoring should take place only in exceptional circumstances such as when collecting evidence of criminal activity. Although this code will apply only to the UK, there cannot be a company anywhere that would not benefit from its common-sense approach.

The point about monitoring is that, on its own, it solves nothing. Unmotivated staff will be no more industrious if they are banned from using the Internet. They will gossip or stare out of the window instead. Employees who see no point in being polite to customers may moderate their tone if they are afraid of being listened to but they will not offer the service that distinguishes the top companies from the rest. Only the most skilled managers get that sort of performance out of employees. And they get it by establishing an environment in which people really want to work, not by reading their e-mails or totting up how much time they spend on the telephone talking to their mums.

Questions.

1. Outline three benefits that the management in companies like HSBC hope to achieve as a result of their policy to strictly monitor staff.

2. How might a follower of FW Taylor’s ideas use workplace measuring and monitoring to improve employee productivity

3. Explain why strict monitoring of employees by management creates a workforce that is slow to take the initiative and where the workers approach tasks in a mechanical manner.  

4. Why do many managers in Britain treat their staff as though they were naughty children? Identify three problems that this approach is likely to create. 

5. Put forward some reasons that could possibly explain why Theory X management is more prevalent in Britain than Theory Y management. 

6. The author believes that monitoring on its own solves nothing. Instead managers must create a situation where people really want to work

(a) Evaluate this view

(b) Discuss the steps that a manager could take in order to create a workforce that wants to work hard.

