High Performance Working - A Synthesis of Key Literature

Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to provide a summary of the main findings on the theme of High Performance Working (HPW).  The report provides the latest research evidence on the theme of HPW and issues affecting the low take up of HPW within the UK.    

Objectives of Report
The objective of the research was to provide a synthesis of recent research evidence on the theme of High Performance Working (HPW).  In particular, the research: 

· considers how HPW can help ensure skills are better utilised within the UK workforce; 

· summarises the current state of knowledge on HPW; 

· discusses the barriers to the uptake of HPW; and 
· identifies research gaps and policy questions. 

Key Findings 

1. What is HPW? 
HPW is defined as a general approach to managing organisations that aims to stimulate more effective employee involvement and commitment to achieve high levels of performance within the workforce.

It includes activities in the areas of: 

· human resource management; 
· pay and incentives;

· work organisation; 
· team working and job design; 

· employee relations; 
· learning;

· management and leadership; and
· organisational development. 

The HPW approach is specifically designed to enhance the discretionary effort employees put into their work, and to fully utilise and further develop the skills that they possess.  
2. Why is HPW useful? 
The research evidence has identified that HPW offers benefits to employers and employees, as well as contributing to the economic performance, competitiveness and prosperity of the national economy.  HPW is believed by many to offer an important tool to achieve more effective skill utilisation and secure competitive advantage. 
Academic evidence suggests that the positive link between HPW, performance and employee well-being is difficult to ignore. The research shows that HPW is positively associated with company profits, sales and profitability.  It also suggests that there are beneficial outcomes for employees in terms of:

· higher job satisfaction and motivation;
· greater opportunities for innovation and creativity; 
· greater task discretion; 
· greater employee involvement and commitment; and 

· lower labour turnover.

3. How does HPW work
A number of theories and models have been developed in an attempt to facilitate a better of understanding of HPW.  These models can help on a practical level to shape management decisions and influence implementation.  They include: 

· the crucial role for managers from senior to line management level as   well as those responsible for human resources;

· the pivotal importance of employee commitment and achieving a partnership between managers and their employees; and

· the need for a clear vision and ethos, underpinned by strong values and culture.
Managers and leaders play a crucial role in fully implementing HPW and ensuring that when it is put into operation it is done so in a way that not only fits the business context, but utilises full organisational capacity and optimises the business benefits. Crucially, effective implementation also depends on achieving employee involvement and commitment, which needs to be underpinned by a strong partnership between employers and their employees.

4.  How widespread is HPW? 
The report finds that despite the significant body of evidence that exists on the benefits of adopting HPW, it appears that take-up is not widespread in the UK, and that this has not changed dramatically over time.  An employer survey undertaken by UKCES found just under a third of organisations could be classified as taking a HPW approach. However, it should be noted that the measurement of HPW is difficult due to the wide variation in the definitions used to assess it.  
There appears to be considerable variation by sector and size of employer, with HPW being more common in the public sector, parts of manufacturing and amongst larger employers.
The evidence has shown that those organisations that are most likely to adopt HPW are in those sectors exposed to international competition, more advanced technology and those in high value added business.  
5. What are the barriers to HPW?
The report suggests there are a number of reasons behind the low uptake of HPW.  The reasons include:
(a) Ignorance – In various cases there is an information failure where some employers are unaware of the need to change their business to adopt HPW management practices.  Some are also unsure which practices to implement and how they should incorporated.  The research also suggests that some managers have never heard of HPW.    
(b) Doubts and/or inertia – Some employers believe adopting HPW is too complex, risky and/or costly.  Evidence suggests businesses are too focused on the short term returns to their business and do not see the financial benefits of adopting HPW.  
(c) Inability or impediments – Some employers may be reluctant to act because they lack sufficient know-how and ability, and they fear failure.  There may be a lack of management and leadership ability, resistance from employees or regulations which make it difficult to introduce the necessary changes. 
6. What needs to be done

HPW, if it is implemented effectively, is linked with positive benefits in terms of a range of measures including company profits and sales, as well as wider improvements for employess, in terms of high job satisfaction and better use of skills.  

A key consideration for policy makers is how to tackle the low take-up of HPW practices in the UK. A set of barriers have been identified, creating a significant implementation gap.  An immediate priority is to establish where there is a role for public policy to help employers overcome them and facilitate take-up of HPW.

The research suggests that there is a need to review the range of policy instruments that could be deployed to offer help to employers managing their businesses and adapting to change.  It is important to understand how varying policies can work to lift particular barriers for different types of employers.  There is perhaps a role for government to stimulate employers to think about how they manage their organisations and staff; to make a convincing case to employers to value and adopt HPW; and in developing support for employers wanting to implement HPW.     
