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Abstract



It is not unusual for a computer based information system to serve more than one purpose. A computer supported suggestion scheme, though designed to promote and control the flow and evaluation of ideas for organisational improvement, may also provide an upward means of communication within an organisation. By studying this, perhaps unintended, secondary function, it is possible to refine the design of the system. This paper is based on fieldwork covering seven suggestion schemes in current use and one experimental system. It describes the characteristics and significance of suggestion schemes, and discusses them in relation to concerns about organisational communication. The particular communicative functions that suggestion schemes provide are categorised and illustrated with examples from the field studies. The paper concludes with a demonstration of the potential relevance of this secondary communicative function to the design of organisational and technical aspects of suggestion schemes. 





�

1. Introduction



Starting with the platitude, “an information system is more likely to fulfil its potential if its role within its encompassing organisation is understood”, this paper shows how a relatively simple computer application can be viewed not just in terms of its explicit functionally, but can also be viewed as a means of communication.  The insight thus gained can be used to determine or improve the design of a system. The application discussed in this paper is that of the computer supported suggestion scheme. The explicit purpose of a suggestion scheme is to facilitate the generation of ideas for improvements and innovations in the way an organisation works. By considering the roles and motives of both senders and receivers of suggestions, and by analysing the suggestions, it is possible to answer questions about the design of suggestion schemes. There are many ways in which suggestions and suggestion schemes can be analysed, and the choice determines the type of research question that can be answered. For example, an analysis guided by Fisher’s (1978), “mechanistic perspective” could support the design of the data communication facet of a system that was concerned with issues of routing and bandwidth. This perspective might also lead to a questioning of exactly who should be able to make suggestions and who should have access to suggestions “in process” or to archived suggestions.  However the main design issues that are the focus of this study are: 

 the role of line managers in filtering or developing suggestions made by the employees whom they manage, 

 the role of rewards as encouragement or payment for suggestions,

the choice of communication medium and

 the role of anonymity.

Design decisions on these issues require an analysis of the meanings of suggestions and the motives of the suggesters.  Fisher describes three other perspectives namely  psychological, interactive and pragmatic. But none of these provides much guidance, since suggestion schemes and the suggestions submitted through them involve factors covered by all four of Fisher’s perspectives. Instead, an interpretive approach is adopted. This follows the lead of many researchers in Information Systems (Lee, 1999, Kolekofski and Heminger 2002, Miranda and Saunders 2003). The approach, which is comprehensively described by Klein and Myers (1999), serves to highlight the relationship between the characteristics of a suggestion scheme, the context in which it operates and the possibilities of discovering multiple meanings in the submitted suggestions.  The use of an interpretive approach was constrained by the relatively small amount of interview time devoted to the series of case study that were the principal fieldwork activity.  It was not possible to follow more than six of  Klein and Myers’ seven  “Principles for Interpretive Field Research”: the time spent with each of the organisations visited left little scope for “Interaction between Researchers and Subjects”. Nevertheless, it was possible to obtain insights into the relationship between the context, the design and the use of a system.



The paper proceeds by establishing the significance and status of suggestion schemes, and by providing a sketch of relevant academic work in organisational communication. It then establishes four communicative functions provided by suggestion schemes.  After providing some details of the fieldwork, an analysis of the data collected and its implications for both technical and organisational design decisions are discussed.





2. Suggestion Schemes



The concept of a suggestion scheme is simple. Dunn and Lloyd (1997) offer the definition, “A suggestion scheme is a formal mechanism, which encourages employees to contribute constructive ideas for improving their organisation”. In its simplest form, a suggestion scheme will elicit suggestions from employees, classify them, and dispatch them to “experts” for evaluation. After this, the suggestion might be adopted, in which case the suggester may well be rewarded. But even if a suggestion is rejected, the suggester may still be rewarded with a token gift.



Suggestion schemes have a considerable history in Europe, America and Asia which has been commented on by several authors, (Lloyd, 1999; Schroeder and Robinson, 1991; Smith, 1989; Spahl, 1990). Individual schemes have been in existence for over 60 years, (IRS Employment Trends, 1996), and there is evidence that the popularity of schemes has been increasing. A survey in the UK found that half the respondents had schemes that had been in existence less than 10 years, (IRS Employment Trends, 1996), and several national organisations have been created to support suggestion schemes. In Germany, the Deutsche Institut fuer Betriebswirtschaft organises conferences and provides consultancy in suggestion schemes; and 441 member organisations responded to a survey of  suggestion schemes which took place in 2000.  This was 80 more than had responded in 1997, (DiB 2000). In the UK, similar services are provided by a dedicated organisation called IdeasUK, (IdeasUK, 2001). This was founded seven years ago, and now has approximately 200 members. In the USA, a national body, the Employee Involvement Association, originally called the National Association of Suggestion Schemes, is reported to have 1,000 members, ( Smith 1989). 



Suggestion schemes have been adopted by both the public and the business sectors of the economy.  For the business sector, the motives include the desire to: increase profits, reduce costs, increase safety, enhance staff morale, and improve staff retention (IdeasUK, 2003). For public sector organisations, there has been an expression of enthusiasm for suggestion schemes by the UK Government as a means of improving responsiveness to the public, and as means of facilitating innovation and service improvements (Cabinet Office 1999a, 1999b).  Both in the business sector and in the public sector, suggestion schemes normally offer financial incentives and this is specifically encouraged in the public sector (IRS Employment Review, 1996; Cabinet Office, 1999c).





3. Organisational Communication



Accepting that the need for coordination is the determinant of organisational form (Mintzberg, 1979), the role of communication within an organisation can be considered as an implementation of a coordination strategy. Blackstead and Cooper, (1995) describe this role as that of  the “central nervous system of any organisation”. In keeping with this metaphor, they are concerned with communication both from the managerial centre to the operating periphery and the reverse; and they hold that the most common failing in the internal communication of organisations is the failure to ensure that communication is a two way process. This failure, at least in the UK, may be due to communication receiving inadequate attention, (Luthans, 1995; Townley, 2000). In particular, researchers have commented on the lack of communication from the periphery to the centre. For example, Hand and Plowman, (1992), state “there tends to be an inbuilt assumption that the right to communication lies with those at the top of the organisation”. Townley (2000) holds that the consequence of this failure in communication is often associated with low employee morale, high absenteeism, high turnover rates, low productivity and resistance to change. 



Not all organisational communication can be adequately described by the biological metaphor used above. There has been some interest in the notion of lateral communication as exemplified by the Kanban system of communicative coordination used between operational units that may be mutually distant when viewed as elements in a managerial hierarchy (Aoki,1988). Similar concerns occupy Hinds and Kiesler (1995), in their discussion of the role of communication technologies and non-hierarchical communication. Since suggestion schemes have developed from schemes underpinned by the technology of a “suggestion box” on the workshop wall, perhaps dusty with neglect, they are associated firmly with hierarchy. In the light of Fulk and DeSanctis’ (1999) observation that, “changes in communication technology are tightly linked with changes in organization”, it seems unlikely that a suggestion scheme in a non-hierarchical organisation would even be recognisable. So it is possible to see the introduction of a computer-based suggestion scheme as a delaying tactic or interim measure before the adoption of organisational change.





4. The Communicative Functions of Suggestion Schemes



However, there is no evidence that the increase in attention paid to suggestion schemes is a consequence of the awareness of the inadequate provision for upward communication, though clearly this is their function. The nature of suggestion schemes is that they provide a means of communication, which is primarily used to convey ideas from employees to their managers. What little information there is that travels in the opposite direction is subordinate to the original suggestion: some schemes ask for refinements to suggestions and most provide information about the progress of a suggestion through the evaluative process.



In the UK the name of the national coordinating body, “Ideas UK”, and in Germany, the name for the general class of systems, “Ideen Management Systems” place the emphasis on the content of communication being ideas or knowledge. However, in the USA, the name of the national coordinating body, the Employee Involvement Association, suggests a difference of emphasis.



What has been revealed by the field work, described below, is that the expectations of the scheme organisers are that they will simply deliver ideas for improvements that will benefit the host organisations. The successes of the schemes are judged on the basis of the innovations they yield rather than in terms of changes in absenteeism or other measures of the employee attitudes. Nevertheless, this paper argues that suggestion schemes can be viewed as a form of communication, and that this communication can be seen as an expected form of coordinating behaviour in any organisation that accepts the reality of the need to change, learn or evolve.



In a bureaucratic organisation, in which the work processes of the bulk of the employees, (the operating core to use Mintzberg’s term), are governed by rules, there needs to be some way to modify those rules either because of a need to respond to change in the operating environment, or because of a need to respond to evidence of errors or infelicities in the rules. New products, new market conditions or the desire for quality improvement all give rise to this need. So also can the problems encountered in the operations of an organisation. Though many changes to the specification of operating procedures may be initiated by management and its supporting specialists, and be communicated to the periphery, the classic role of the suggestion scheme is to act as an alternative or additional source for these changes. This upward communication forms the vital feedback needed in all but the crudest of control systems.  In this aspect, a suggestion scheme provides a corrective function within a system of bureaucratic management that corresponds to an engineer’s notion of feedback in a control system.



In addition to the suggestions that provide a corrective function, it is possible to distinguish a category of suggestions that are concerned with innovation. These need not stem from a desire to correct observed faults and imperfections in processes.  They are, for the most part, novel ideas for improving existing processes, for initiating new services or new variants of products, and for new production strategies. If implemented, innovatory suggestions may lead to improvements, but they need not be viewed as corrective. However, in practice, as is shown by the analysis of suggestions below, it can be a matter of some difficulty to distinguish between innovatory and corrective suggestions. 



As a means of conveying both corrective and innovatory suggestions arising from the employees in the operating core of an organisation, a suggestion scheme is fulfilling its explicit role as a knowledge management tool. But in performing this function, a scheme can be considered as giving a “voice” to employees. The concept of “voice” is defined by Bishop and Levine, (1999) as: 



‘Any attempt at all to change, rather than to escape from, an objectional state of affairs, whether through individual or collective petition to the management directly in charge, through appeal to a higher authority with the intention of forcing change in management, or through various types of actions and protests including those that are intended to mobilise public support’.



 It is possible to interpret suggestions as assertions of the distinctive views of employees. These views may be more focussed on working conditions than the views of management. As such, suggestion schemes serve a purpose which overlaps with that of “Speak-up” schemes and grievance procedures, (Lewin and Mitchel , 1992;  Luthans,1995;  Townley, 2000). It is to be expected that many suggestions that represent the “voice” of the operating core, will take the form of either innovatory or corrective suggestions, and it is also to be expected that they focus on the internal rather than the external aspects of an organisations environment. 



A particularly noteworthy part of an organisation’s external environment is its customers; and it is a characteristic of many of the organisations studied, that employees working in the operating core are the ones that are in close contact with customers. They are thus often uniquely placed to acquire information about customers, on which they can base both innovatory and corrective suggestions. A suggestion scheme can thus provide an organisation with means of acquiring both customer information and ideas of either a corrective or innovative nature.  In a manufacturing company, where the operating core consists of shop floor workers, this would not be the case. In that context, customer intelligence is likely to be handled by specialist staff who would have access to appropriate communication channels.



To summarise, within the case study organisations it was possible to discern four communicative functions performed by suggestion schemes:

a means of  communication from operational level employees to their managers, which is used to modify or correct the rules and regulations of an organisation intended to standardise work processes, 

a source of innovatory ideas,

a “voice” for employees in matters where their interests have been ignored by management,

a means of collecting market and customer information.



5. Suggestion Schemes in Use



The empirical data for this research was collected from the member organisations of IdeasUK. An analysis by industrial sector of the member organisations in 2001  is presented in Table 1. It has been possible to interview staff and collect information from companies in the Financial, Manufacturing, Government, Police Force and Utilities sectors. These are listed in Table 2. It has also been possible to draw upon experience derived from an experimental suggestion scheme run at the University of Kent during two months of the year 2000.





�Sector�%��Communications�2��Financial�19��Retail�3��Manufacturing�24��Government�13��Police Forces�12��Service Industry�10��Utilities�9��Education and Others�9��

Table 1: The membership of Ideas UK analysed by industrial sector (IdeasUK, 2001)





Organisations�Employees��Private Sector���Utility�4,000��Credit Card�4,500��Building Society1�3,800��Building Society2�15,000��Health Services�44,000��Public Sector���Government Agency�4,500��Police Force�11,000��

Table 2: The nature and size of the case study organisations



All the organisations employ a workforce of a size that presents a coordination problem worthy of serious consideration. The main research instruments were face-to-face semi-structured interviews, varying in length between two to five hours, depending on the time allocated by the individual organisations. Unfortunately, the variable length of the interviews affected the amount of information that could be obtained about each organisation because time was limited.  

As a result, in two case studies where the interviews only lasted two hours, topics covering organisational background and structure had to be neglected. In every case, the informants were suggestion scheme managers who had worked for their organisations for between eleven and thirty years. As a result, they were able to provide both detailed knowledge and experience about suggestion schemes and an insight into the organisational context in which they operated.   It is important to emphasise at this point that the analysis of the case studies is based on the responses of suggestion scheme managers who through their invested interests could possibly hold a bias in favour of such schemes.  However, no attempt has been made to analyse this possible bias.



The topics covered during the interviews included the: 

organisation of the scheme, (rationale, degree of centralisation, the issue of anonymity), 

administration of the scheme, (scheme managers/administrators, evaluators, implementing managers, and awards) and 

details of ways in which suggestions were processed, (preliminary research, submitting ideas, evaluation, implementation or rejection,  further investigation, appeals and average  process cycle time).



6. Analysis



The suggestions discussed in this section were collected from  the schemes that have been investigated and from the annual report of IdeasUK (2000). Many of them are examples of corrective suggestions.  They are concerned with such matters as: the redesign of computer screens, with automating tedious processes, with improving safety in a utility company by improving the design of covers for wellheads and fitting reflectors on wires to improve their visibility, and the redesign of a police hat to make it waterproof.  In another example of a corrective suggestion, a British Telecom employee solved a problem caused by rabbits undermining security fencing with the suggestion that ceramic pipes be buried under the fences to allow the rabbits easy access. This removed their incentive to dig up the foundations of the fences. Thus a suggestion scheme provides a way in which the operating core can communicate with the managerial and technical decision makers who control work processes.



Innovatory suggestions, as opposed to corrective ones, include: the proposal to use internet web pages to provide information about office procedures, a suggestion to distribute mouse mats printed with helpful information for computer users, a suggestion for a novel way of routing police on street patrols and the proposal to provide a booklet to children to prepare them for admission to a hospital and to ease their adaptation to hospital life. Other ideas, also innovatory, include an employees suggestion to use sheep to control the growth of vegetation around electrical installations. In all of these suggestions, employees feed information to their managers using suggestion schemes to communicate in a direction counter to the flow of commands and regulations, so as to enable organisations to respond in an intelligent way to their environments.



Examples of suggestions that carry the employees’ “voice” are, for the most part, ones that could also be considered as corrective or innovatory.  Suggestion schemes are not concerned with employees motives and so there is no available data that could justify a definitive classification. However, the two suggestions concerning employee safety in a utility company concerning covering exposed wellheads and marking wires with reflectors are plausible examples.  So too is the suggestion about the redesign of computer screens. The innovatory suggestion to print useful information on mouse maps might well be motivated by an employee’s desire to reduces the number of tediously repetitious elementary queries.



It was a characteristic of all the organisations that were investigated that they were overwhelmingly ones in which the operating core were the only employees in close contact with customers, and there were several examples of suggestions stimulated by a desire to improve customer relations. The booklet, mentioned above, for children entering hospital is a good example. The suggestion came from a nurse who had personal experience of settling children into hospital. Other suggestions were concerned to improve the wording of letters written to customers of a building society, and yet another was concerned with the provision, by a police force, of translated versions of crime prevention literature for people who could not read English. 



In the experimental suggestion scheme, called U-Say, run at the University of Kent, students as well as employees were invited to submit suggestions. The position of students within a university is quite complex, and they are not unequivocally to be viewed as customers. However, in relationship to some of the activities of a UK university, for example catering and accommodation, they can consider themselves as customers of the services they purchase. To this extent, U-Say differs from all other schemes investigated in this study. Consequently, it is not surprising that some of the suggestions were complaints and demands rather than constructive suggestions. 



7. Organisational and Technical Design Implications





The design of a scheme can be influenced by the way in which a system’s functions are understood. This assertion is justified by considering factors that influence both the organisation and technical design of a suggestion scheme. Two organisational factors of particular significance are: 



the path along which suggestions are routed for evaluation, and 

the use of rewards. 



In some schemes, suggestions are initially routed to line managers for evaluation. But if the view were taken that providing a “voice” for employees is a useful function of a suggestion scheme, then it would be inappropriate to use line managers is this way, since it might have an inhibiting effect. A similar view might also be taken with regard to corrective suggestions, since line managers might feel that the suggestions unintentionally encroached upon their own roles. Whereas if the function of a scheme are to be restricted to innovatory ideas, facilities could be incorporated to allow line managers to help to refine suggestions before they are considered for possible implementation and reward. 



For schemes intended specifically to stimulate and collect innovatory ideas, the treatment of rewards is particularly important. To encourage innovation, the value of a reward for a suggestion could reflect the organisation’s potential gain from its adoption. If instead, a predetermined fixed amount were paid, unless this were sizable, it might well deter employees making suggestion from which the organisation could clearly be seen to be able to derive a great benefit. However, were the organisation to place a high value on the provision of a “voice” for the employees and a means of conveying corrective feedback, then the rewards might be one which automatically provide a fixed payment or present. 



Two technical factors, that is factors influencing the technical aspects of design and implementation worth considering in the light of the above analysis are 



the choice of communication medium to be provided, and 

the choice whether or not the system should provide anonymity. 

 

Though both these decisions have organisational implications, they also impact on hardware and software features of a system.  The choice of communication medium needs to be considered in the light of the communicative functions. If a scheme is to give a “voice” to employees, the more employees that have easy access the better. In some organisations almost all employees may have access to networked terminals, whereas in other organisations the choice of a network terminal as the access point might well disenfranchise many employees. One case study organisation used the internal telephone as the communication medium. But, in general, this could impose limitations on feedback and anonymity aspects of the system. Though, of course in not requiring literacy, let alone computer literacy, the use of the telephone might well have some advantages.  A consideration of the type of communicative function might be relevant. Suggestions concerning customers might be valued more for pinpointing an area of concern rather than for highly refined and implementable ideas for change. If this were so, telephone access might be most appropriate, and need not be ruled out because the medium would be difficult to use to refine suggestions.



Although the issue of anonymity is relevant to schemes whose prime function is to elicit innovative ideas, since it can ensure an unbiased assessment of ideas and an impartial allocation of rewards, the case studies revealed that these advantages were considered to be outweighed by the loss of the ability to refine suggestions before evaluation. Scheme managers also believed that an anonymous scheme would attract fewer suggestions. However, there are no technical barriers to a computer based anonymous scheme. This was demonstrated by the experimental system U-Say. Moreover, if a high value is placed on providing a “voice” to employees, it is a design possibility that should be taken seriously.

	

8. Conclusion



The paper has argued that, viewed as a form of communication, suggestion schemes can provide a range of communicative functions, and that schemes, regardless of their rationale, may inadvertently have organisational and design features that favour one form of communication at the expense of another. A study of the possible forms of communication is advocated as part of the specification and design process of any suggestion scheme.
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